Graduate Theses, Dissertations, and Problem Reports
1977

Oyotunji Village: The Yoruba Movement In America.
CARL MONROE HUNT

Follow this and additional works at: https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
HUNT, CARL MONROE, "Oyotunji Village: The Yoruba Movement In America." (1977). Graduate Theses,
Dissertations, and Problem Reports. 9077.
https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/etd/9077

This Thesis is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by the The Research
Repository @ WVU with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Thesis in any way that is
permitted by the copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you must obtain
permission from the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license
in the record and/ or on the work itself. This Thesis has been accepted for inclusion in WVU Graduate Theses,
Dissertations, and Problem Reports collection by an authorized administrator of The Research Repository @ WVU.
For more information, please contact researchrepository@mail.wvu.edu.

IN FO R M A TIO N TO USERS
*

This material was produced from a microfilm copy of the original document. While
the most advanced technological means to photograph and reproduce this document
have been used, the quality is heavily dependent upon the quality of the original
submitted.
The following explanation of techniques is provided to help you understand
markings or patterns which may appear on this reproduction.
1. The sign or "target" for pages apparently lacking from the document
photographed is "Missing Page(s)". If it was possible to obtain the missing
page(s) or section, they are spliced into the film along with adjacent pages.
This may have necessitated cutting thru an image and duplicating adjacent
pages to insure you complete continuity.
2. When an image on the film is obliterated with a large round black mark, it
is an indication that the photographer suspected that the copy may have
moved during exposure and thus cause a blurred image. You will find a
good image of the page in the adjacent frame.
3. When a map, drawing or chart, etc., was part of the material being
photographed the photographer followed a definite method in
"sectioning" the material. It is customary to begin photoing at the upper
left hand corner of a large sheet and to continue photoing from left to
right in equal sections with a small overlap. If necessary, sectioning is
continued again — beginning below the first row and continuing on until
complete.
4. The majority of users indicate that the textual content is of greatest value,
however, a somewhat higher quality reproduction could be made from
"photographs" if essential to the understanding of the dissertation. Silver
prints of "photographs" may be ordered at additional charge by writing
the Order Department, giving the catalog number, title, author and
specific pages you wish reproduced.
5. PLEASE NOTE: Some pages may have indistinct print. Filmed as
received.

Xerox University Microfilms
300 North Zeeb Road
Ann Arbor, Michigan 4B106

rf'1

78-8734
HUNT, Carl Monroe, 1942CYOIUNJI VILLAGE! THE YGRHBA MOVEMENT
IN AMERICA.
West Virginia University, Ph.D. , 1977
Education, history

University Microfilms International ,

©

Ann Arbor, Michigan 48106

1978

CARL MONROE HUNT

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

OYOTUNJI VILLAGE
THE
YORUBA MOVEMENT IN AMERICA

DISSERTATION
Submitted To The Graduate School
of
West Virginia University
In Partial Fulfillment Of The Requirements For
The Degree of Doctor of philosophy

by
Carl Monroe Hunt, M.A.
Morgantown
West Virginia

1977

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I owe a debt of gratitude to Dr. Robert Maxon whose teaching has
influenced me very much, and Dr. Edward Steel, both of whom gave of
their time to read this manuscript and offer useful suggestions, and
Dr. Preston Jones.

A special word of thanks is in order for Dr.

William Barns who provided me with encouragement through the course
of my studies at West Virginia University.

The writer would also like

to thank Dr. William Doherty and Dr. Jack Hammersmith for their timely
bits of encouragement during the writing of this manuscript.
I would also like to thank Dr. Ralph Nelson and the Committee on
Off-Campus Education for the grant which helped defray the travel
expenses to and from Nigeria during the summer of 1976.

I would also

like to thank Dr. Akinjogbin of the History Department at the
University of Ife, Nigeria, for his assistance during the summer of
1976, and Professor John R. Rankin of Bluefield State College for his
encouragement through the years.
I would like to offer a special word of thanks to my parents,
Mr. and Mrs. James Hunt, who denied themselves many material things
to allow me to earn an education.

Finally, the writer would like to

offer a very special word of thanks to Oseijeman Adefunmi, Majile
Olafemi, Chief ELemosha, Chief Afolabi, and all of the residents of
Oyotunji Village, because without their help this work could not have
been completed.

iv

MAPS

Page
Distribution of Yoruba Proper and sub-tribes
in the eighteenth c e n t u r y ............
Oyotunji Village and Neighboring Communities

20
..................

60

1
INTRODUCTION

Shortly after the writer began to study the history and develop
ment of Oyotunji Village and the Yoruba movement in America, he
realized that Oseijeman Adefunmi, (Walter Serge King), was largely
responsible for its success.

The writer also realized that he would

have to thoroughly explore his efforts to promote cultural redemption
and Yoruba religion and culture in America if he hoped to gain a
clear insight into the goals and characteristics of the movement.
Adefunmi was born on December 5, 1928, in Detroit, Michigan.
After completing his high school education he studied ballet for a
short time and then traveled to Chicago and Los Angeles, California,
with hopes of establishing a career in ballet.

In Los Angeles he

auditioned for and was invited to join the Katherine Dunham Dance
Company which was about to sail for Paris to begin a tour of Europe.
He remained with the company for a short while and returned to New
York in December of 1950, where he continued to study ballet and
began modeling for artists at the Art Students League and various
art schools in New York.
In 1951, he married a young white woman and became involved
with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) and participated in their protests and demonstrations.

He

maintained an integrationist philosophy until 1956, when he and his
wife traveled to Europe and Egypt and later in the same year to
Haiti and Cuba.

His association with the Egyptian antiquities

affected him profoundly, and during his visit to Haiti he decided to
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form a society called the Order of Damballa Hwedo.

The society was

named after the Haitian god, Damballa, which was brought over by
slaves from Dahomey.
He remained with the Order of Damballa Hwedo until 1959t when
he was introduced to Santo, the Cuban form of Yoruba worship which
had been brought over by slaves from Nigeria.

In the fall of 1959»

he and a Cuban friend traveled to Cuba and were initiated into the
priesthoods of Obatala and Shango respectively.
Upon his return to New York he established the Shango Temple in
Harlem.

The Shango Temple was later renamed the Yoruba Temple because

Adefunmi had become convinced that it was necessary to resurrect not
only Yoruba religion, but Yoruba culture as a whole.

Using the Temple

he turned his efforts toward a resurrection of African, specifically
Yoruba, culture until he left New York in 1969*
In the fall of 19&9» Adefunmi left New York to accept a teaching
position at a school established in North Carolina devoted to helping
Black students with low grades meet college entrance requirements.
By this time Adefunmi had divorced his White wife and, following the
traditional Yoruba practice of polygny, he had four wives.

When he

moved to North Carolina only one of his wives accompanied him.

The

school was closed shortly after he and his family arrived, and they
decided to travel further South and build the African village Adefunmi

.

had promised in an earlier speech would exist in America by 1972

Their travels took them first to Savannah, Georgia, where two of
the remaining three wives joined them.

They finally settled at Paiges
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Point, South Carolina, in February of 1970.

They remained at Paiges

Point until November, and it was there that they initiated the first
group of Yoruba priests in America.

Their next move was to a farm

house on Brays Island Road near Sheldon, South Carolina, where they
remained until early 1973*
In that year, Adefunmi and the other devotees, especially Chief
Elemosha, Chief Afolabi, and Majile Olafemi and lya Shanla, Adefunmi's
first and second wives respectively, were able to purchase ten acres of
land in Sheldon.

It was upon that land that Oyotunji Village and the

Yoruba culture that typifies it today was formed.
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NINETEENTH AND TWENTIETH CENTURY
BLACK NATIONALISM

The responses of Blacks to their second class status in United
States society and culture have historically been many and varied.

The

responses include the early nineteenth century integrationist approach
of Frederick Douglass, the rebellions of Denmark Veasey and Nat Turner,
the late nineteenth century accomodationist philosophy of Booker T.
Washington, Martin Luther King's civil rights movement, and the Black
power movement of Sfcokely Carmichael, H. Rap Brown, Huey Newton and
Bobby Seale.
Another important response has been Black Nationalism.
various forms, it existed long before the Civil War.

In its

Most Black

Nationalist movements, including those of the early nineteenth century,
had some of the following goals and characteristics:

1) rejection of

American culture; 2) establishment of all-Black governments within
America or Africa; and, 3) acceptance of African or Asiatic culture.
Usually, they have formulated some type of religious, political and
economic goals.
Most of the early nineteenth century leaders such as Paul Cuffee,
Daniel Coker, John Russwurm, Lott Cary, Martin R. Delaney, Henry
Highland Garnet and Edward Blyden had at least three things in common.
They were all born in the New World, had achieved at least modest
success in their chosen fields and felt that the degree of success
achieved by Blacks in the New World would always be hampered by the

phenomenon of White racism.1

Thus, they sought a return to Africa as

the only way Blacks could achieve true fulfillment.
In the late nineteenth century Bishop Henry McNeal Turner became
the leading advocate of Black Nationalism.

As was the case of earlier

Black Nationalists, he had achieved some success before he emigrated
to Africa.

His success came mainly as a minister in the African

Methodist Episcopal Church and as a Republican politician in Georgia.
Turner had a vision of equality for Blacks in America, but his vision
was dimmed and then completely destroyed with the alienation of the
races after the reconstruction period and the wave of mob violence
which swept through America from the 1890's down to the First World
War.
When he felt his dream for equality of the races had died, he
rejected America and turned to Africa as the place where Black
fortunes could be revived, for there he believed the color of his
skin would not control his social behavior.

Turner and the earlier

Black Nationalists had moderate success in their back to Africa
movements, but there was never a wholesale migration.

Many Northern

Black intellectuals were opposed to the move and thus hampered their
efforts.

The Northern intellectuals argued that such a move, if it

hoped to be successful, would by necessity drain off the qualified

^ y a , Okon Eiet, Black Brotherhood. Afro-Americans and Africa,
ed., (Lexington, Mass., 1971), PP* 44-&2.
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Blacks to Africa, and thus hamper programs for the equality of the race
in America.^
Not all Blacks in the nineteenth century looked to Africa as the
place where they could control their own cultural destiny, enjoy full
citizenship and be able to wield political power and influence.

Some

looked to found all-Black towns and communities in the South and by
migration to the West.

They usually began during times of acute

racial upheaval and economic depression, and they are initiated and
sustained in most cases by the lower classes whose aspirations are most
frustrated by racial discrimination.

This is true of movements such

as the attempts at building all-Black towns in the South by men such as
Isaiah Montgomery who founded the town of Mound Bayou, Mississippi,
in 1886.^

It is also true of the movement to stimulate Black migration

into the Western states, which according to John Hope Franklin, began
as early as 1879 under the leadership of "Pap" Singleton of Tennessee
and Henry Adams of Louisiana.

5

The Singleton and Adams movements concentrated on leading Blacks
from the states along the Mississippi to the West, especially to
Kansas.

Their efforts led to the establishment of several Black towns

•^Ibid., pp. 100-104*
^ e e k s , Biward, The Long Struggle for Black Power (New York, 1971),
p. 91* Although Montgomery was not poor himself, many of the people
who settled in the town were initially.
5
Franklin, John Hope, From Slavery to Freedom, a History of Negro
Americans, fourth ed., (New York, 1974)> p. 291.
“
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in that state such as Dunlap and Singleton, and the growth of a large
Black population.

Adams made the claim that he had organized 93,000

Negroes for the westward migration,^* and while speaking before a Con
gressional committee established in 1880 to investigate the causes of the
Negro migration Singleton stated:
Nobody but me.

"I am the whole cause of the migration,

I am the Moses of the colored Exodus!M

7

The establishment of all Black towns in Kansas seemed to some
Blacks to be the culmination of their dreams of finding a place in
America where they could enjoy the rights of citizenship guaranteed by
the Constitution.

This was not the case, however, and the Blacks soon

found that because of their numbers and the political power they possessed
through bloc voting they were viewed by the White majority as a threat
to their continued control of the political machinery of the state.
When tensions became unbearable they began a migration from Kansas to
Oklahoma Territory under the leadership of E. P. McCabe who was a former
state auditor in Kansas.
McCabe and the settlers had high hopes for Oklahoma, and his ultimate
goal was to make it an all Black state.

A large number of Blacks settled

there and established twenty-five towns.

Boley became the largest and
g
most dominant of the towns, while Langston, the earliest of them, became

6Ibid., pp. 291- 292.
n

Bontemp, Arna and Conroy, Jack, Anyplace But Here (New York,

1966), p. 62 .
g
Peeks, op. cit., p. 93 .
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the cultural and educational center with the establishment of Langston
University.

Between 1891 and 1910 the Black population steadily increased

along with their political power.

Their numbers and political strength

did not go unnoticed by the Whites, and when this strength began to
express itself beyond the Black communities the Whites began to subvert
Black efforts with various forms of political subterfuge.

Finally, in

1910 the White dominated legislature passed a constitutional amendment
9

for the state based on a person's ancestry.
The result of the "grandfather clause", as it was called, was to
completely disenfranchise Blacks who had settled in Oklahoma with dreams
of finally achieving political power and control of their destiny.
This setback, along with the cotton depression in 1913 and 1914* greatly
disillusioned many Blacks and made them ripe for the early twentieth
century Nationalist movements of Noble Drew Ali's Moorish Science
Temple, Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA),
and the Black Muslim Movement.
Initially, these major Black Nationalist movements of the early
twentieth century were either religiously or politically motivated.

The

Moorish Science Temple movement, for example, was essentially religious.
The movement began in 1913 in Newark, New Jersey, and was characterized
by a rejection of American culture and any title which connected the
members to the Negro race.
After making a study of Oriental philosophy, Noble Drew Ali was

^Ibid., pp. 9&-100. Franklin, op. cit., pp. 340-34* The grandfather
clause first appeared in Louisiana in 1898 as a concession to Whites who
were faced with disenfranchisement from literacy tests and poll taxes
used against Blacks. It exempted Whites from property and educational
tests by placing on registration all male persons whose fathers were
qualified to vote on January 1, I 867.
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attracted by the lack of race consciousness in their religious thought.
The result of his study was that he became convinced that the salvation
of American Negroes lay in their adoption of a new identity and culture.
To promote his belief, he decreed that all American Negroes would become
known as Asiatics.

He issued identification cards to all members of the

Moorish Science Temple stating that they were Moslems and adhered to the
laws of the Holy Koran of Mecca.

10

This differed from the later Black Muslim movement in that there
doesn't seem to have been any established political goals.

Although

the members claimed their national origin was Asia, they retained their
American citizenship, swore to uphold all American laws,

11

and did not

profess any intentions of establishing an all Black government.
Another of the early twentieth century Nationalist movements was
the Universal Negro Improvement Association of the Jamaican born Marcus
Garvey.

Garvey's movement was mainly political and social, but as it

developed it emphasized economic goals as well.

The main thrust of the

movement was his emphasis on self-determination, black self-help, and a
return of talented and

dedicated Blacks to Africa.

which was related to the back to Africa

His ultimategoal,

phase of his movement, was to

establish a government by North American Blacks which would in time

10Fauset, Arthur,

Huff, Black Gods of the Metropolis, Negro
Religious Cults of the Urban North (New York, 1970), pp. 41-42;
Frazier, E. Franklin, Negro in the United States (New York, 1957)»
pp. 358-359.
■^Fauset, op. cit., p. 42; Peeks, op. cit., p. 256.

10
provide the leadership for the rebuilding of all of Black Africa to the
heights of its former glory.

12

Garvey's economic program was centered around the Negro Factories
Corporation which consisted of a number of small cooperative ventures
and the Black Star Line Shipping Company.

The Black Star Line was

crucial in the over-all program because it was organized to carry on
trade between America and Black Africa.

More important, it was expected

to provide the nucleus for the transport system needed to return Blacks
to Africa.
The Garvey movement was the largest Black movement in America up
to that time but it ran into difficulty from many Black intellectuals
who were opposed to his emphasis on- racial separation and a return to
Afr i c a . ^

Garvey's plans to build a powerful independent Black Africa

also conflicted with the interest of the several colonial powers who
used their influence to force the Liberian President, who had granted
Garvey an area for settlement in his country, to withdraw his o f f e r . ^
The movement began to decline when Garvey was fined and sentenced to five
years in federal prison for mail fraud in 1923*

He served only part of

the term as President Coolidge pardoned him in December, 1927, but his
status as an alien forced him to be deported because he had been con-

12

Jacques-Garvey, Amy, Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey
(New York, 1923), p* 5.
"^Peeks. op. cit., pp. 191-194*
^"^Lincoln, C. Eric, The Black Muslims in America (Boston, 1963),
p. 63.
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vieted of a felony.
The Garvey movement differed from the Moorish Science Temple move
ment and the Black Muslims, who inherited many of the followers of the
two movements after their decline in its continued use of the name Negro
and African in describing Black people in the New World, and the limited
emphasis he placed on religion as a means of unifying Black people.

15

The Black Muslim movement in America began with, and continues
to promote, religious, political and economic goals.

They, too, sought

to eliminate the stigma of being called Negro, but they did not forsake
their African heritage entirely.

According to Malcolm X, their chief

spokesman until he left the movement in 1964, they prefer to be called
Black^ and have been taught by the founder of the movement, W. D- Fard,
that Blacks were members of the original superior race which originated
in Afro-Asia.

17

After his arrival in Detroit it did not take long for Fard to develop
a following among Detroit's ghetto Blacks in the summer of 1930*
were hard pressed during the depression years.

They

Many Blacks believed they

had been fired from their jobs so that Whites could work.

A combination

of unemployment and poor treatment from welfare workers, shop owners and
landlords, who were mostly White, made them ripe for his teachings.

By

the end of 1930 the Black Muslim movement was underway and had become
tightly organized with rigid requirements for membership and strict rules of

Peeks, op. cit., pp. 257-262; Lincoln, op. cit., pp. 67-76.
^Lincoln, op. cit., pp. 68-69.
17Ibid., pp. 73-76.
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conduct based mainly on the principles of the Islamic religion.

Their

acceptance of Islam provided them with a unifying influence because
Fard taught his followers that Islam was the religion of Blacks and
that Christianity was a false religion used by Whites to control
Black people.

18

During the formative period Fard was assisted in the development
of the movement by Elijah Poole, who later became Elijah Muhammad.
Elijah was a devoted follower and supporter of Fard and through close
association learned much of the philosophy and principles which would
later govern the movement.

In 1934 Fard disappeared mysteriously and

Elijah Muhammad became the leader of the movement.

19

Based on the teachings of Fard, Elijah developed a movement
that emphasized economic self-determination, racial separation and the
establishment of a state in America which will be governed by Blacks.
With the exception of their de-emphasis on racial separation and the
inclusion of Whites as worshippers of the Islamic religion, their goals

.

are basically the same today as those set forth by Fard in 1930

The

movement differs from the Moors in that they advocated the establishment
of an all-Black government in America, and differed from the Garvey
movement in that it did not voice any plans for a return to Africa.
A fourth, and more recent, Black Nationalist movement is that of
Oseijeman Adefunmi's Yoruba movement which began in 1959 and is centered
at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South Carolina.

18Ibid., pp. 73-84.
^Peeks, op. cit., p. 258.

The Yoruba movement began
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primarily as a cultural movement with emphasis on African religion and
the resurrection of African culture in general.

After its leader,

Oseijeman Adefunmi, was introduced to Santo, the Cuban form of Yoruba
worship brought over and retained by slaves, he was converted to the goal
of resurrecting Yoruba culture in America.

The result of his efforts

and those of other adherents of Yoruba culture led to the establishment
of Oyotunji.

There, the residents have attempted to develop a culture

and political system based upon the traditions of the ancient Yoruba
peoples of Nigeria.

YORUBA. HISTORY
The Yoruba people of Nigeria make up a large portion of the
population of the largest Black African nation south of the Sahara.
The Yoruba have played an important role in Nigerian affairs for many
years and have long commanded the attention of historians, sociologists
and anthropologists.

However, in recent years, they have become of

considerable interest to a large number of Afro-Americans azid the
world for several reasons.

One of the reasons they are of particular

interest is that a group of Afro-Americans, under the leadership of
Walter Serge King, have established a village on American soil,
dedicated to the preservation of Yoruba culture and African traditions.
The village is called "Oyotunji" and is located at Sheldon, South
Carolina.
Another reason the Yoruba are of interest is the continuing
debate of the question of African survivals in the New World.

The

debate began decades ago, and the leading figures were the Black
sociologist, E. Franklin Frazier, and the cultural anthropologist,
Melville J. Herskovits.

Frazier contended that if any African cultural

survivals remained among the American Negroes they were insignificant.
In The Negro in the United States he asserts:
Probably never before in history has a people been
so nearly completely stripped of its social
heritage as Negroes who were brought to America.
Other conquered races have continued to worship
their household gods within the intimate circle of
their kinsmen. But American slavery destroyed
household gods and dissolved the bonds of
sympathy and affection between men of the same
blood and household. Old men and women might have

■*There have been instances when the villagers have adopted a
custom that is not distinctly Yoruba, but African in general.
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brooded over memories of their African homeland,
but they could not change the world around them.
Through force of circumstances, they had to
acquire a new language, adopt new habits of
labor, and take over, however imperfectly, the
folkways of the American environment. Their
children, who knew only the American environment,
soon forgot the few memories that had been passed
on to them and developed motivations and modes of
behavior in harmony with the new world. Their
children have often recalled with skepticism the
fragments of stories concerning Africa which have
been preserved in their families. But, of the
habits and customs, as well as the hopes and
fears that characterized the life of their
forebearers in Africa, nothing remains.^
Frazier did agree, however, that the instances of survivals in
3

Brazil and the Caribbean were much more substantial.
Herskovits in The Myth of the Negro Past asserts that not only
can African cultural survivals be found in the Caribbean and South
America, but that they can be found in almost every phase of Negro
life in the United States.

He contended!

It is quite possible on the basis of our present
knowledge to make a kind of chart indicating the
extent to which the descendants of Africans
brought to the New World have retained Africanisms
in their cultural behavior. If we consider the
intensity of African cultural elements in the
various regions north of Brazil (which I do not
include because there are so few data on which to
base judgment), we may say that after Africa
itself, it is the Bush Negroes of Suriname who
exhibit a civilization which is most African... .
Next to them, on our scale, would be placed their
Negro neighbors on the coastal plains of the
Guianas who, in spite of centuries of close

2
Frazier, E. Franklin, The Negro Family in the United States
(Chicago, 1939), P* 21.
^See Ramos, Arthur, 0 Negro Brasileiro (Rio de Janeiro, 1940).
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association with the Whites, have retained an
amazing amount of their aboriginal African
traditions, many of which are combined in curious
fashion with the traditions of the dominant group.
Next on our scale we should undoubtedly place the
peasants of Haiti... . And associated with them,
although in a lesser degree, would come the
inhabitants of neighboring Santo Domingo. From
this point, when we come to the islands of the
British, Dutch and (sometimes) Danish West Indies,
the proportion of African cultural elements drops
perceptibly, ... though ... we realize that all of
African culture has not by any means been lost to
them. Next on our table we should place such
isolated groups living in the United States as the
Negroes of the Savannahs of southern Georgia, or
those of the Gullah Islands off the Carolina coast,
where African elements of culture are still more
tenuous, and then the vast mass of Negroes of all
degrees of racial mixture living in the south of
the United States.4As Herskovits asserts, the slavery era and the post Civil War
period did not erase all traces of African culture, for such survivals
as religion, the blues and Negro spirituals, folklore and proverbs,
the extended family, the concept of time and respect for old people
are still a part of the Black American culture and can be traced back
to African forms, many of them originating in West Africa in particular.
As most of the slaves from East Africa were sent to the Middle
East, nearly all of the slaves in the Americas came from West Africa
between Senegal and Angola.

Regardless of the circumstances

surrounding their migration to the New World, the African brought
many aspects of his culture with him.

When they lived in an area

approximating the climate and topography of their homeland, the

^Herskovits, Melville J., The Myth of the Negro Past (Boston,
1958), p. 16.
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chances of retaining aspects of their culture were great.
Many of the slaves brought to the Americas were Yoruba, and
scarcely any other African people continue to influence New World
culture more than they.

Descendants of Yoruba slaves, some of whom

still have a knowledge of the language and customs, are found today
in Cuba where they are known as Lucumi, and in Brazil where they are
known as Nago.
Of the various survivals of Yoruba culture, religion has been
the strongest.

Not only has it survived against the European

onslaught at home, but it has been transplanted in the New World.
In Bahia and Havana, as well as other parts of South America and the
Caribbean, Yoruba religion has been intermingled with Christianity.
Yoruba dieties are, for example, identified with Catholic saints.
Ojo has summarized tuese as follows:
In Brazil, Eshu was syncretized with the Devil;
Ogun with St. Anthony; Sopono with St. Lazarus;
Sango with St. Jerome; Oya with St. Barbara;
Oshun with Our Lady of the Candelmas; Yemoja with
Our Lady of Conception; Obatala with Christ of
■Bonfin, a town in Brazil. The syncretism is
similar and purposive in Cuba, different only in
the paring of some of the Yoruba gods and the
Catholic saints: Ogun is linked with St. John
the Baptist; Ifa or Orunmila with St. Francis of
Assisi; Sango with St. Barbara; Oshun with the
Virgin of Cobre; Oya with St. Teresita, the Little
Child of Jesus; Yemoja with the Virgin of Regia;
Obatala with Our Lady of Mercy; Osanyin with St.
Raphael; and Ibeji (twins) with SS. Cosmas and
Damien. Sopona was, however, linked with St.
Lazarus, as in Brazil.-*

5

Ojo, G. J. Afolabi, Yoruba Culture, a Geographical Analysis
(London, 1966), pp. 189-190.
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Another reason is the awakened interest of Black Americans in
African affairs, especially during the 1960's and 19701s.

A large

number of Black Americans, who have maintained a sentimental
attachment to Africa, now want to gain more knowledge of their past.
This thirst for knowledge has been stimulated by African independence,
the ability of larger numbers of Blacks to travel to their African
homeland, and the recent showing on national television of a series
of films based on the best-selling book, Roots, by Alex Haley.

Also

important is the recent upsurge in international news coverage of the
affairs of the independent and mineral rich Black nations.
One group of Blacks who have taken such a deep interest in
African culture are the residents of Oyotunji village located at
Sheldon, South Carolina.

It is perhaps not surprising in light of

the Yoruba impact on Black culture in the western hemisphere that
they have chosen the life style of the Yoruba of West Africa.
Disdaining western values in large measure, they have sought to adopt
the traditional Yoruba way of life in North America as a conscious
response to the situation in which Black people found themselves in
the 1960's and 1970fs.

No adequate understanding of Oyotunji is

possible without a clear understanding of the history, legends and
culture, particularly the religion of the Yoruba.

7

^Uya, Okon Edet, ed., Black Brotherhood Afro-Americans and
Africa (Lexington, 1971)* p* 43*
7
'The different aspects of ancient Yoruba culture such as
religion, polygny and the family will not be discussed at this
point. They will be discussed in later chapters as they relate to
the culture being developed at Oyotunji village.
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The Yoruba have long been united around common cultural
traditions and a belief in a common origin in the town of H e
what is today the western state of Nigeria.

Ife in

Although they are united

by common traditions, the name •'Yoruba1' originally applied only to
the Oyo Yoruba and they probably did not refer to themselves by a
common name until the nineteenth century.

The name was not extended

to the whole linguistic group until the Christian missionaries began
to usethe term

and reduce their language to writing.

Some debate

continues as to when the name became commonly accepted, and even

in

the nineteenth century there was some confusion and disagreement as
to whom it should apply as the following statement will imply:
...for the last few years the name 'Yoruba' has
been very erroneously made use of in reference to
the whole nation, supposing the Yoruba is the most
powerful Aku tribe. But this appelation is liable
to far greater objection than that of 'Aku' and
ought to be forthwith abandoned, for it is in the
first place unhistorical, having never been used
of the whole Aku nation by anybody except for the g
last few years conventionally by the missionaries.
The Yoruba kingdom in early times was comprised of a number of
smaller states, and their influence was felt over a very large area as
people were constantly spreading from their core area of lie Xfe
outward to establish new villages as a result of population growth,
war and conquest.

Geofrey Parrinder tells us that at the height of

their military power they were "spread from Etyeo (Old Oyo), the
capitol, to as far west as Ketu, Idassa, Shabe and Kilibo, and beyond
into Dahomey and Togoland; to as far north as the banks of the Niger;

g

Fadipe, N. A., Francis Olu, Okediji and Okediji, Oladejo 0., ed.,
The Sociology of the Yoruba (Ibadan, 1970), p. 29.
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and their influence reached as far east as Benin."

9

The British

explorer, Hugh Clapperton, also gave us a description of Yoruba
territory in the nineteenth century when he wrote:
The Kingdom of Yoruba extends from Puka on the
south, which is within five miles of the sea, to
Lagos and Whydah in that line, to the north
about 10th degree of north latitude. It is
bounded by Dahomey to the north-west, which is
reckoned a tributary province; Ketto and the
Maha countries on the north, Borgoo on the
north-east, the Quorra or Niger to the east,
Accoura, a province of Benin, on the south-east,
five days' journey distant; Jaboo to the south
and west. Its tributaries are Dahomey, Alladah,
Badagry and Maha.-^
There are very few written documents available on the origin
and early history of the Yoruba, and we must depend almost completely
for such evidence on the Portuguese, Dutch, French and English who
began to make contact with the West African coast near the end of the
fifteenth century.

Even material of this type was limited because

their activity was confined mainly to the coastal areas and much of
what they knew about the interior was hearsay.

The first significant

first-hand account of the interior by a European was made by
Commander Hugh Clapperton who visited Oyo in 1826.

The sparsity of

documents had led historians of the Yoruba to seek alternative
sources.
The logical alternative is to turn to the oral historians retained
q

Ojo, op. cit., p. 18.
^Clapperton, Hugh, Journal of a Second Expedition into the
Interior of Africa from the Bight of Benin to Soccatoo. second ed.,
(London, T 966), p. 56.
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by the King at pyq.

According to Samuel Johnson, "it is on them we

depend as far as possible for any reliable information we now

11

possess.1*

Fortunately, when writing The History of the Yoruba, to

which all historians of the Yoruba are indebted, Johnson lived during
a time when he could draw upon the traditions handed down by those
historians.

In Johnson's work, we find a classic legend which tells

us of the origin of the Yoruba in general and of the pyo in particular.
The Yoruba were reputed to be the offspring of one of the kings
of Mecca.

That king was Lamurudu, whose children were Oduduwa, the

ancestor of the Yorubas, and the kings of Gogobiri and of the Kukawa,
two tribes in the Hausa country.

The people of Mecca were Muslims,

but during the reign of Lamurudu the Grown Prince Oduduwa turned to
the worship of idols and converted a large number of followers to the
worship of the same.
to paganism.

His goal was to transform the national religion

To accomplish his goal, he converted the main mosque of

the city into a pagan temple and furnished it with statues of idols.
Oduduwa*s priest, Asara, had a son named Braima who was a
staunch adherent to the Islamic faith.

Braima was thoroughly opposed

to idolatry and sought to oppose its establishment.

He waited for an

opportunity to reduce the power of Oduduwa and his followers.

That

opportunity presented itself in the form of the royal mandate

^Johnson, Samuel, Dr. Johnson, 0., ed., The History of the
Yoruba from the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the British
Protectorate, sixth ed., (London, 1966), p. 3 .
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instigated by the Crown prince ordering all men on a three-day hunting
trip preceding the annual celebration of the pagan gods.

Braima used

the absence of the men on one such occasion to destroy the idols in
the temple.

When the destruction was discovered, inquiry was made

and Braima was found to be the guilty person.
determined, he was ordered to be burned alive.

After his guilt was
The order for this

execution precipitated a clash between the pagans and the Muslim
leaders and their followers.
emerged the victors.

In the ensuing clash, the Muslims

Lamurudu was slain and his children and their

followers were expelled from Mecca; among them were the princes who
became kings of Gogobiri and of the Kukawa who left Mecca traveling
westward.

Oduduwa traveled eastward from Mecca and is reputed to

have traveled for ninety days and finally settled at lie If^.
By the time he settled at lie Ife, Oduduwa had sons of his own
and they all swore to avenge the defeat that they had suffered at the
hands of the Muslims.

However, before they could recover from their

defeat and march against the Muslims, Oduduwa died at lie Ife.
Okanbi, his oldest son, died there also.

Okanbi left behind seven

princes and princesses who later became famous because they produced
the various tribes of the Yoruba nation.
were princesses.

Okanbi*s first two children

The first-born became the mother of the famous

Olowu, the ancestor of the Owus.

His second child became the mother

of the Alaketu, the progenitor of the Ketu people.
five children were princes.
of Benin.

The remaining

The next child became King of the people

The fourth, the Orangun, became King of Ila; the Onisabe

became the King of the Sabes; Olupipo became the King of the popos;
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and the seventh child, Qranyan, was the progenitor of the Yoruba
proper.

The Yoruba proper are sometimes distinguished as the Oyos.

12

Although Oranyan was the youngest of the seven children of Qkanbi,
in time he became the richest and most famous of them all.
achieved those distinctions in the following manner.

He

After the

death of Oduduwa, their grandfather, his property was unequally
divided among them.

All moveable property such as money, cattle,

wives, jewelry, crowns and garments were inherited by the other
children.

The only thing left for Qranyan, who might have been absent

when the property was divided, was the land.

He did not protest this

settlement, rather, he used the land to his own advantage by making
his brothers tenants on it.

For the use of the land they had to pay

him in money, cattle, women, wives, jewelry, crowns and garments.

He

also assigned his brothers to rule over the various provinces which
they became famous for.

Oranyan became the AliCfin or Lord of the

Royal Palace at H e Ife.
Oranyan did not forget their promise to avenge the death of his
great-grandfather in Mecca, and when they became sufficiently strong
he assembled his brothers and led an expedition against that city.
Before embarking upon the mission he placed one of his father's
servants in charge of the royal treasures and charms, and gave him
strict orders to observe the customary worship of their national gods
in their absence.
By the time they were ready to begin the expedition, they had

12Ibid., pp. 3- 8 .
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to find an alternate route because the one by which they came from
Mecca had been made impassable by an army of black ants.

Qranyan was

forced to take another route which led through the Nupe or Tapa country.
The expedition was not without problems, as there was considerable
quarreling among the brothers which led eventually to their refusal
to follow the younger brother's lead.

The brothers decided to approach

Mecca from different directions, with Oranyan approaching from the west.
When Oranyan reached the Niger River, the Tapas opposed his crossing and
he was forced to remain near the river's banks.
Rather than submit to the humiliation of returning to lie If^
without fulfilling his mission, he consulted with the King of Ibariba
on whose land he was occupying if he could take up residence there.
The King reportedly prepared a charm and fixed it to a boa constrictor
and advised Oranyan to follow its tracks and wherever it remained
for seven days he should build a town.

The group followed the boa

until it reached a hill called Ajaka and remained there for seven
days.

There they built a town called Oyo Ajaka where they remained

and prospered.

From Oyo, Qranyan continued to communicate with lie

Ife, and he often sent to Adimu, the treasurer, for whatever was
required by him for the new city.

13

Most of the many origin legends agree that the Yoruba descended
from Oduduwa and lie Iff; however, they do not all refer to a migra
tion from elsewhere.

William Bascom cites one such version of their

origin as not only having the Yoruba originate at H e

^Ibid., pp. 8-11.

Iff, but has
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the earth and the first human beings created there:
According to this myth, as it is told at Iff,
the deities originally lived in the sky, below
which there was only primeval water. Qlorun
(Olodumare), the Sky God, gave to Orishala, the
God of Whiteness, a chain, a bit of earth in a
snail shell and a five-toed chicken and told him
to go down and create the earth. However, as he
approached the gate of heaven, he saw some
deities having a party and he stopped to greet
them. They offered him palm wine and he drank
too much and fell asleep, intoxicated. Odua
(Oduduwa), his younger brother, had overheard
Qlorun's instructions, and when he saw Orishala
sleeping, he took the materials and went to the
edge of heaven, accompanied by Chameleon. Here
he let down the chain and they climbed down it.
Odua threw the piece of earth on the water,
spreading it in all directions, and as far as
the ends of the earth. After Chameleon had tested
the firmness of the earth, Odua stepped on it at
Idio where he made his home, and where his sacred
grave in Ife is located today.
When Orishala awoke and found that the work had
been completed, he put a taboo on wine from the
oil palm which his worshippers observe today.
He came down to earth and claimed it as his own
because he had been sent by 9l°run to create it
and rule it and, as Odua's elder brother, by right
of seniority. Odua insisted that he was the
owner of the earth because he had made it. The
two brothers began to fight and the other deities
who followed them to earth took sides with them.
When Qlorun heard of the fighting, he called
Orishala and Odua to appear before him in heaven,
and each told his version of what had happened.
Qltjrun said that the fighting should stop. To
Odua, Creator of the earth, he gave the right to
own the earth and rule over it, and he became the
first King of If§. To Orishala he gave a special
title and the power to mold human bodies, and he
became the Creator of Mankind. Olorun
then sent
« •
them back to earth with Oramfe,
the Ife God of
f
t
Thunder, to keep peace between them, and with Ifa,
the God of Divination, and ELeshije, the Ife God
of Medicine, as his companions.^
m

^"Ba scorn, William, The Yoruba of Southwestern Nigeria (Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 19 69), p p . 9--T5.
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The legends claiming the Yoruba migrated from another area all
claim the east as their point of origin.

The linguistic evidence,

however, according to Joseph Greenburg, suggests a western origin for
the Yoruba who belong to the Niger-Congo language family which includes
most West African languages.

15

Migration legends are not unique among the Yoruba, for they can
be found in the traditions of most West African people which attempt
to explain their origins.

Most writers have attributed this to

cultural nationalism,^ and the attempts of rulers who were converted
to Islam from the eleventh century on to attach themselves to the
major centers of Muslim culture in the Middle East and North Africa.
It seems that if there was a migration, it did not include the whole
Yoruba people and the move was not one of a great distance.

17

The

origin and creation legends of most West African peoples are very
ethnocentric in that they attempt to explain why things are as they are.
They usually claim for themselves not only the area of origin for the
peoples of the world, but also reserve to themselves the distinction of
being the progenitor of the peoples of the world.

15
Greenburg, Joseph H., Languages of Africa (Bloomington, 1963),
p. 8.
^Lucas, J. Olumide, The Religion of the Yorubas (Lagos, 194&) •
Archdeacon Lucas has attempted to prove the Yorubas originated in
Egypt by using linguistic evidence.
17
'Beier, H. U.t The Historical and Psychological Significance
of Yoruba Myths, Odu, No. 1 (N.D.), pp. 19-20.
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Today, the Yoruba probably number about eleven million people
and occupy a large area extending through the Kwara, Lagos and
western states of Nigeria, Dahomey and Togo.

The many legends are

important mainly because they all point to a common origin for the
Yoruba, and this provides them with a sense of unity.

The legends

have proved to be of even greater importance to Oseijeman Adefunmi
and the devotees of Yoruba culture because it was his exposure to
these legends and other African history and culture that helped to
transform his social philosophy from one which advocated racial
integration to that of cultural nationalism.

After his conversion

to Santo, the Cuban form of Yoruba worship, they became even more
significant along with other aspects of Yoruba culture as the source
from which they drew upon to establish a program of worship at the
Shango Temple and later at the Yoruba Temple in New York.

18
Jakande, L. K., ed., West African Annual (Lagos, 1974), p*
142, lists the provisional population for the country from the 1973
census as 79*76 million. Aboyade, Ojetunji, ed., Africa South of the
Sahara Economy (London, 1976), p. 628, states the 79.76 million figure
differs from the U. N. Estimate of 59»607,000 for mid-1973.
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OSEIJEMAN ADEFUNMI AND THE YORUBA TEMPLE

The foundation of the Yoruba Temple in New York owed much to the
initiative of Walter Serge King.

As a result of the influences of his

youth, his experiences in New York City, and his visits abroad, most
notably to Egypt, Haiti and Cuba, Serge attempted to develop a program
based on the sentimental attachment of American Blacks to Africa, the
emerging Black Nationalist movement in America and the rise of
independent Black African nations.

By the mid-1950fs he had become

identified with a program which emphasized three main points:

1) cultural

redemption; 2) racial separation; and, 3) the ultimate goal would be the
establishment of an all-Black state in America.
Serge King, who is presently known as Oseijeman Adefunmi, is
founder and King of Oyotunji Yoruba African Village at Sheldon,
South Carolina.

Serge was born October 5» 1928, on Detroit's east

side in the section called Black Bottom.

Black Bottom was an area

to which a large number of Blacks had migrated seeking equality of
opportunity and a better way of life during the migration movements
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.^

Serge attended the

Detroit public schools where he studied commercial art and drama.
After graduation from high school, he studied ballet with some of the
Black dance companies in Detroit.

His formal education was supplemented

by more informal instructions at home.

Many evenings were spent

listening to the family history handed down by his father, mother and

"Hleier, August and Rudwick,
Ghetto: An Interpretive History
1968), p. 190. They suggest the
during periods of acute economic

Elliott M., From plantation to
of American Negroes (New York.
height of these movements came
distress.
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grandparents.

One of the most impressive pieces of history came

from his mother beginning at early childhood about his "great, great
grandmother, the African who had been brought to America while she
was teething and had been here before the American Revolution.

It was

judged by the quality of jewelry she had on that she must have been a
chief's daughter."

2

This legend was repeated over and over again

along with many folktales that were supposed to have been of African
origin.
The most powerful formative influence in Serge's early life
was provided by his father.

He was reared in a very religious home.

The religious devotion, however, was mostly on his mother's side
because his father was not a devout church member and was not overly
concerned with forcing religion upon him.

His father was deeply

involved with the Nationalist Movement, especially the Marcus Garvey
3

and Moorish Science Temple Movement of Noble Drew Ali.

Serge

received some early orientation into the Nationalist Movement because
his father and his associates often took him to rallies and lectured
to him on the condition of Blacks in America and their relation to
Whites.

Serge remembers asking one of his father's friends if he was

going to join the Army and fight in the Second World War.
said, "No, why should I go to war?"

The man

He replied, "To fight for the

2

Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Qyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 19743

Jacques-Garvey, Amy, Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey
(New York, 1923). For a brief coverage of the Moorish Science Temple
Movement, also see Edward Peeks, The Long Struggle for Black Power
(New York, 1971), pp. 255-257.
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country.11 The man told him not to be a fool because "this country
is not yours or mine.
Another conversation that he had with his father gives us an
idea of his father's feeling toward Whites.

When he was around

eight years old, he decided to tell his father what he had learned
in school about Columbus, Marco Polo and others.
while, his father asked him, "What did they do?
devil and they still are."

5

After talking for a
They raised the

That statement had a profound effect on

Serge, and he began to realize that there was something different
about being Black in America.

Serge's father and some of his friends

had planned to return to Africa, but the Second World War spoiled
their plans and his father died before the war ended.
There was a strong emphasis on Black culture and African history
in the household, and Serge was encouraged by both his mother and
father to study his heritage.

In his early teens he developed a strong

interest in Africa from reading George Washington Williams' two
volume History of the Negro Race in America from 1619 to 1880, and
later MBonu Ojike's My Africa.

His mother encouraged him to go to

college to study and prepare to teach African history.
This encouragement to learn about his heritage had an adverse
effect on his belief in Christianity, and by the time he was fifteen
he was secretly questioning the relevance of western religion to
Black people.

By the time he was sixteen, he was openly questioning

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1974-

5Ibid., April, 1974.
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Christianity and began drifting away because it was not profound
enough for him and he felt there were too many contradictions.
states:

"I began to ask questions they didn't like.

He

So finally,

since they refused to answer the questions or couldn't deal with them,
I began to withdraw and by the time I was seventeen years old, I was
L

out of the Church completely.”

The element that erased any doubts

about the validity of Christianity and the Black experience was his
reading of MBonu Ojike's Mj£ Africa.
opened up a whole new world.

The book fascinated him and

Serge was especially interested in

Ojike's complaints about how Christianity had disrupted African
lifestyles, and he also learned that there were African religions and
7

African gods.

—

-

Although he had a strong cultural background from his childhood,
he got caught up in the outside world by the time he was nineteen
and was not involved with any cultural movement of a nationalist
nature or organized religion until after he traveled to Egypt in
1956.

In 1949f he and a friend left Detroit and went to Chicago

looking for a Black ballet company they had heard about to join as
dancers.

They remained in Chicago about five months, but found the

ballet company was not what they had expected.

They next moved to

Los Angeles, California, in search of another Black ballet company.
They never found it, but in 1950 Serge met Linwood Morris who was a

^Ibid., April, 1974*
^Ojike, MBonu, My Africa (New York, 1946), pp. 180-200.
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member of the Katherine Dunham Company.

8

Serge was given an audition

for the company and was invited to New York where the company was
about to sail to Paris to open a European tour.

Serge remained with

the company about two months, but the purpose for which he was taken
on, to do a ballet dance at the Paris Opera along with Serge Lifar,
cj.id not materialize.

He was given a trial at the African dances, but

he was not quite up to it.

He was released from the company and

returned to New York for further study in December, 1950.

He

continued to study ballet and began modeling for artists at the Art
Students League and various art schools in New York.
In 1951* Serge married a young White woman, and his philosophy
insofar as his awareness to a race consciousness would remain basically
integrationist for the next five years.

During this time, he

attended meetings of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored people (NAACP) and was involved in their various protests
and boycotts.

He also spent considerable time viewing the different

plays performed by Black theatre groups.

It was one of these plays

in the middle of 1956 that placed him squarely back into cultural
nationalism and prepared him for a trip that he would later take to
Haiti.

One of his wife’s friends was a playwright who took them to

Harlem to see a group called the Afro Arts Theatre Group.

8

The group

Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, May, 1974* In 1936, under the sponsorship
of the Department of Anthropology at Northwestern University, and a
grant from the Rosenwald Fund, Miss Dunham began a comparative study
of New World Negro dances with those of some African countries. She
studied the dances of Negroes of Trinidad, Haiti, Jamaica, Martinique,
Dahomey, the Gold Coast, Nigeria and Guiana and found many
similarities.
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was supposed to have been nationalist in orientation, but once they
arrived Serge was extremely disappointed because they were performing
a play by Shakespeare.

He later recalled his reactions

"That's

really pitiful; what Blacks need is a cultural background from which
they can draw."

9

The incident led him to The Schomburg Library where

he checked out a number of books on Africa and studied in the library
at least three times a week.

One of his goals was to write plays

about Africa and Black America so that Blacks would not have to use
Shakespeare anymore.
His plans for writing Black plays did not materialize because
the more he read the more he became interested in African religion
and culture.

His desire to learn led him to seek out people who had

been to Africa and Haiti to discuss their findings and compare them
with his own readings.

There were many African students in New York

and a number of Haitian people, but for the most part, the Haitians
discouraged him.

They were afraid that if they introduced their

culture they would bring down the wrath of the authorities and
advised him that he should not tamper with that sort of thing.

About

the same time, he began to associate with several old guard
Nationalists who were all old Garveyites from whom he bolstered his
early Nationalist orientation.

He was involved first with the Afro-

American Rotary Club under Daniel W. Brown and Simon Bly.

He also

visited with Carlos Cookes and Conrad S. Peter, a Trinidadian.

9Ibid.. May, 1974.

He

remained associated with these people until 1 9 5 7 * ^

By this time,

Serge had become a cultural Nationalist and had concluded that Garvey
and most of the other Black leaders had failed because they had not
given the people enough cultural background to draw from.
In 1956, Serge made two trips out of the country that affected
him profoundly.

The first trip was in early 1956 when he and his

wife traveled to Europe and Egypt.

His experience with the Egyptian

antiquities rekindled his desire to gain knowledge of African culture.
Later in the same year, he traveled to Haiti and Cuba.

While

traveling through Cuba, he decided to start a society called the
Order of Damballa Hwedo.

11

The society was named after the Haitian

God Damballa which had been brought over with the slaves from
Dahomey.

After they returned to New York the society was started in

Greenwich Village in a little coffee house Serge owned called Port
Afrique.

The society got off to an inauspicious start.

The meetings

were held on Sunday evenings, and the membership initially consisted
of a few people who were interested in African culture.
The society got new life when Serge met Mary Cardwell Dawson,
Director of the National Negro Opera Company.

The Company was

preparing to open in New York with a Haitian Opera called Ouangan
(Wanga).

Serge was hired to make the costumes for the production.

During his association with the Company, he met the lead singer of the
play, a Haitian who was interested in and knowledgeable of Haitian

36
religion and culture.

This Haitian singer became the head of the

society of Damballa Hwedo, and the meeting place was moved from the
Village to 303 West 125th Street in Harlem in late 1957*

At this

time, Serge's name was altered to the more Africanized Nana
(Honorable Chief) Oserjeman.

12

The society flourished for a time.

A number of shrines, altars

and statues from Haiti were built, and though attendance was small,
the interest of the members was strong.

Things went along well until

early in 1959 when the society began to take on a very militant
character and started becoming paramilitary in nature.

Nana objected

to the direction the society was taking and also questioned the
dedication of some of the members to the task of restoring African
religion and culture.

The members had began to take an almost purely

philosophical approach to the religious practices.

They did not

want to worship an actual god, though they would salute such dieties
as Damballa, Ogun and Shango.

They argued that Black Americans

could not understand and would not accept more than one god.

Nana

disagreed because Blacks understood and accepted Christian emphasis
on the Father, Son and the Holy Ghost, as well as the Saints who
numbered in the hundreds.

By the middle of 1959» Nana had become

completely disenchanted with the society's failure to resurrect
African culture and withdrew from it.

12

13

Chief ELemosha, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, May, 1974-

13Ibid.. May, 1974.
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Nana had begun calling for cultural redemption as early as 1956,
but it was not until the independence of Ghana, May 6 , 1957, that he
became recognized as a cultural leader in his own right.

Ghana's

independence unleashed considerable sentiment among American Blacks,
who over the years have maintained a sentimental, if not vocal
interest in the affairs of Blacks on the African continent.

Nana

planned and carried out an African Freedom Day in May which consisted
of a parade on horseback through Central park and the heart of Harlem.
The participants wore African garments made by Nana.

The parade

launched him as a cultural leader, and from that point on, he was
called upon to speak and plan various activities.

Nana began

advocating the wearing of Ghanain clothing and the natural
hairstyle.

After he was initiated into Santo, he opened the Shango

Temple, later named the Yoruba Temple, and began to wear Yoruba
clothing.

He made a rule that no one could enter the Temple unless

they wore African clothes.

The simplest form was the Dashiki, which

he introduced in i960.
Shortly after Nana withdrew from the Society of Damballa
Hwedo, he met Chris Oliana, a Cuban living in New York who was
deeply involved in Santo, the Cuban form of Yoruba worship which the
slaves had brought with them from western Nigeria.

Oliana had been

to Cuba a number of times, had an ELegba, which is an actual God,
and had learned to divine.

Oliana gave Nana a reading that said he

should get a statue of St. Barbara and place it in his restaurant.
Nana refused this because the name Santo confused him, as it means
saint, and he was interested in African culture, religion and
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nationalism.

Then, too, the people and organizations he had began

to associate with in Harlem would not have allowed him to place a
White statue in his house or anywhere else.

The association between

the two continued until Nana asked Oliana, "Just what is African
about Santo?"

Oliana replied, "The whole thing is African but it

was mixed with Catholicism because the African culture was suppressed
during slavery and to an extent in Cuba t o d a y . N a n a

inquired as

to whether he could become an African voodoo priest and found that
although that was not the name used in Cuba, he could be an African
priest.

Upon learning this, he and Oliana, who had been considering

getting initiated into the priesthood for some time, decided to travel
to Cuba for their Initiations in August of 1959*
They both went first to Havana and then to Matanzas where
Oliana*s family introduced them to a Santo priest called Sonagba.
initiated them into the different cults.

He

Nana was initiated into the

Cult of Obatala, and because Obatala takes precedence over the other
cults, he was initiated first.
Shango.

15

Oliana was initiated into the Cult of

The ceremony turned out to be a time for celebration

because they were the first outsiders to be initiated in the village
and people from Matanzas and the nearby villages came out to cheer
them.

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., May, 1974- Nana and his followers refer
to divining as a reading. This is often the case even when referring
to the use of the Ifa system of divination which is the most
advanced system used by the Yoruba.

15Ibid., May, 1974.
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Nana's first reaction to African religion after he had been
initiated was one of shock.

The shock did not come until after the

ceremony because he could not really see while he was being initiated.
He could not see the bringing in of goats, rams and pigeons to make
up the various gods and the blood being poured in and on objects.
Nor could he see what was in the pot given him containing his gods.
In talking about his reaction after the ceremony, Nana said, "I
remember the shock after the initiation rituals were over and we were
preparing to leave the Temple and return to America, our Godfather
told us to open our pots and see what we had, and there was nothing
in them but stones.

And I said, 'Oh My God!' 'You mean I spent

$2,000 for some stones to take home to my wife' and there was
embarrassment and shock at the same time."
setback, it proved to be only momentary.

Although this was a
He was too deeply involved,

and the enthusiasm of the crowd was so great when they were leaving
the Temple, with their singing and chanting, that he realized he had
found what he had been seeking.
After Nana's return from Cuba, he and Oliana would continue to
associate for a time, but eventually they would split because of the
Cuban's refusal to proselytize the culture.

In i960, Nana opened the

Yoruba Temple in Harlem, and that helped to hasten the separation
between himself and the Cubans.

There was a great deal of reticence

on the part of the Cubans to introduce the cult to Black Americans on
a large scale.

They felt Blacks were not ready for the religion and

l6Ibid., May, 1974-
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that they would denigrate it or bring down the wrath of the police.
In Cuba one only joined Santo if he knew someone who could take him
in.

Everything was secret.

The Cubans were shocked when Serge

brazenly opened the Temple on 125th Street and began proclaiming
proficiency in African religion and voodoo.

They also objected to the

fact that he began wearing Yoruba clothes and refused to use Catholic
saints and statues in the worship ceremonies.

Nana did not initiate

anyone himself before he left New York, but he did work with the
Cubans in Puerto Rico and New York to learn the rituals.

The main

reason he did not initiate others was that he did not think he knew
enough about the rituals and because the Cubans had convinced him that
he should not become involved with initiations into the various cults
of Orisha because he was destined to become a priest of Ifa, known as
a Babalawo.

A Babalawo in the Yoruba religious system is comparable

to a person who holds a doctorate in his chosen field in Western
culture.

As the differences continued to mount, the Cubans began to

siphon away any converts leaning toward Nana by telling, them that he
was not knowledgeable and that he was a racist.

By the middle of

1964, Nana and the Cubans split completely because Nana felt they were
remaining too Catholic in their approach.

Besides their philosophical

differences, Nana had indeed developed an extremely racist attitude
which began sometime during his involvement with the Order of Damballa
Hwedo and would be nurtured by his association with other Black
militants within the political party he founded in 1961. After the
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split with the Cubans, Nana became known as Baba Oseijeman.

17

Nana had started a political party called the African National
Independence Party and began holding small rallies in Philadelphia
and New York which involved a great deal of speaking and marching
about with the party's flag.
to the rallies.

The party members wore African clothes

The main emphasis was on the need for cultural

redemption and the establishment of an African State.

In order to

stimulate interest in the party and Yoruba culture, Nana passed out
leaflets announcing the opening of the first African clothing store
in America.

The store was opened in 1961 and became an immediate

and flourishing success because it came at a time when Black awareness
was bursting forth.

More and more, Nana was recognized as a cultural

leader, and he continued to hammer at cultural redemption.

In 1962,

he announced at one of the rallies that "in 1972 an African State
will exist in America.

The foundation of the state will be African

and it will be purely African in culture."

18

While Nana was struggling with his political party and the Yoruba
Temple, problems developed in his relationship with other cultural
nationalists over his marriage to a White woman.

Actually, the

17
'Baba is a contraction of Babalosha, meaning "Father of
Orisha." The Yoruba religious system which recognizes the existence
of a Supreme Being, also features a host of intermediary gods which
have jurisdiction over various phases of life. These intermediary
gods are called Orishas. Oseijeman is an Akan name, meaning "Saviour
of the people." Nana also received a priestly name, Ofuntola, which
is only used in special religious ceremonies.
"^Ogboni Book kept at Yoruba Temple in New York, (N.D.) The
book contained records of Temple meetings, visitors' names and
miscellaneous writings.
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conflict started while he was with the Order of Damballa Hwedo because
his wife was blond and blue-eyed and could not attend the meetings
unless there was open house.

Many of his associates complained about

his claiming to be a Nationalist on the one hand and being an
integrationist on the other.

They believed he would be forced to

compromise his philosophy if he did not make a choice between the
two.

After he left the Order of Damballa Hwedo and began associating

with the Cubans, some of the pressure was relieved because they did
not have the same racial biases as the Nationalists of the early I960’s.
His wife was invited to the Bronx by the Cubans for seances and other
worship ceremonies.

Her involvement with the Cubans relieved tensions

at home considerably because she was extremely high strung and felt
left out of Nana’s many activities.

At one of the sessions, she had

a reading which advised her to become a priestess and become more
involved in Santo or she would have a nervous breakdown.
In 1963* she underwent initiation in Puerto Rico, because the
19
Cuban revolution had curtailed travel to Cuba. 7

The Cubans in New

York had decided in 1961 that Puerto Rico could be used as a base
because the climate was similar and they could get the herbs and other
materials needed for the rituals.

She was initiated into the Cult of

Obatala along with two Black Americans, a man and a woman.

The two

Black Americans remained with the Cubans because they were only
interested in the occult and not nationalism or other aspects of

1q

7Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, August, 1974.
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African culture.
with him.

When Baba left New York, his first wife did not go

Even before she got involved in Santo, the inevitable was

taking place.

Baba was becoming deeply involved in African culture

and was being drawn in two directions,
they ceased to agree on many things.

psychologically and socially,
Finally, after a number of

separations, they broke up completely in 1965.

Baba Oseijeman moved

to Harlem and married a Black woman who later became a priestess of
Yemoja.

Although he and his first wife separated, they continued to

see one another occasionally because the separation was not brought
on by dislike.

On the contrary, according to Baba, "It was a fact

of our racial difference which had created an unsurmountable
obstacle."^
After the split with the Cubans, there was no one to guide Baba,
and he had to feel his way

along.

temples in New York at thetime.

There were no other African

There was a Yoruba Temple

inaugurated in Gary, Indiana, in 1962 by two men who had come to New
York and persuaded Baba to help them get started,

The Temple was

started in a Gary storefront and functions today on a much larger
scale.

The founder of the Temple was not a priest at the time, but he

was one of the first people initiated by Baba into the Shango
Priesthood at Oyotunji Village in South Carolina in 1970*

There was

also a temple in Philadelphia which was opened by a man who had been
initiated by the Cubans.

It lasted for about two years.

Since Baba

left New York, there have been several Temples opened for the worship

2QIbid.. August, 1974*
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of Haitian and Ghanain religions.
The worship at Baba’s Yoruba Temple remained quite simple in
comparison to that performed later at Oyotunji Village.

It was

carried on mainly through the medium of a Bembe', which is a Nupe
word for a type of two-headed drum.

It is a ceremony of drums for

the gods of which one chants, dances and makes offerings.

Offerings

were mostly made by the priest before the regular worshippers arrived.
The priest would then divine to see if the gods were satisfied or if
they had anything to say.

When the regular worshippers arrived, they

would all prostrate themselves before the altar in the Temple and
the priest began the chant.

At this time, everyone rose and joined

the chant and danced, which might last for one, two or even three
hours if the priest so desired.

During the course of the year in

New York, there were about one hundred thirty people who attended the
Bemb^'s on a regular basis.

21 There were always new people coming

into and through the Temple for some aspect of the culture.
It is difficult to determine what effect the Temple had on the
people of Harlem.

Most Yoruba do not believe the Harlemites really

understood what they were about.

The Harlemites did not look upon

the Yoruba Temple as a purely African movement.
another Muslim sect.

They thought it was

However, it did have some appeal because Baba

had to quit his job as a model in 1963» as he was so busy making
readings and sacrifices for people he could not keep a job.
The majority of the people who came to him for advice were

21

Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
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involved in the Christian Church.

Most of the people who came needed

help with marital problems, money, health and sex.

On the weekends

the people who came to the Temple were mostly young and mainly
interested in getting African names.

Over a thousand Black Americans

a year received African names while Baba was in New York.

22

People

came from New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Washington, Connecticut,
New Jersey and Indiana to get readings.

The heart of the reading

involved an exploration of the individual's personality and a search
for the source of his problem.

After the reading, the individual

was advised of possible remedies, which might be a certain sacrifice
or the wearing of or avoidance of certain objects.
Some of the remedies did not involve a sacrifice and were usually
associated with money, simple illnesses, love or gossip.

An example

of a remedy for a person who had money problems would be for the
person to burn orange leaves and peels together with brown sugar.
Another remedy for money problems, which is supposed to work for love
problems also, is for a person to

mixsome parsley with honey,

cinnamon and grains of dried corn and leave it in a high place.

One

can also carry a hidden piece of parsley when visiting his lover.

To

avoid evil eyes, one should tie a red string around a bunch of bananas
and hang them in his house.

They

should remain -until they rot.

For

keeping away evil tongues, one should take some ginger, a cowry and
the tongue of a small red rooster, place them in a bag made of goat
skin and carry it with one.

22

Ibid.

Those remedies which required sacrifices,

usually called for a goat, chicken, pigeon or guinea fowl if they are
available.

On the weekends, the sacrifices were made in the Temple

and on weekdays in Baba's apartment.

Sometimes Baba also carved

statues and ancestor altars for people.

A reading in the Temple

usually cost five dollars and a reading at home cost three dollars.
Sacrifices might cost anywhere from one dollar and five cents to
23
twenty dollars. ^
Of the various aspects of Yoruba culture in New York, polygny
made as strong an impression as any other.

The attention paid to it

was heightened by the fact that the Temple had its own dance group,
and anywhere they performed the men took their wives so that they
were on display.
reason.

Soon, many young men joined the Temple just for that

Many did not know anything about the religion or the culture,

but they insisted they had a Yoruba name and two wives, therefore,
they were Yoruba.
There was some contact between the Yoruba and the Black Muslims
in Harlem while they were both in their developmental stage in the
late 1950‘s and early I960's.

They attended and participated in a

number of rallies and someone from the Temple attended all of
Malcolm X ‘s rallies even after he left the Black Muslims and formed
the Muslim Mosque Incorporated.

After Malcolm's break with the

Muslims, a few of his followers came over to the Yoruba Temple.

Few

of them remained, however, because most came only to get African
names, and those who were interested in the occult went to the Cubans.
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Nevertheless, Baba vividly recalled a meeting with some of
Malcolm's friends in early 1965*

These friends, who were a mixture of

Muslim and Nationalist, and some who were athiest and into anything
that was Black, visited Baba at the Yoruba Temple on February 19,

1965, before Malcolm was assassinated.
made on him.

They asked that a reading be

Malcolm did not come to the Temple himself, and it

is

not known whether he knew hisfriends had requested the reading.
reading was made, andit came out very bad.
Goddess of Death, was hovering around

him.

Malcolm sacrifice two black hens to Oya.

22l

The

It said that Oya, the
They were advised tohave
Whether he made the

sacrifice or not is unknown, but we do know that Malcolm was
assassinated February 21, 1965*
The fact that he was sought out by Malcolm's followers and that
he should have recalled the incident so vividly almost a decade later
indicates that it has significance.

Not only was Baba's Yoruba Temple

different from the Black Muslims and Malcolm's movement, but his
traditional African religion had a great deal more validity.

His

recollection also indicates very clearly that he had at last found
what he had been seeking in the spiritual and cultural sense for a
decade or more.
By the middle of the 1960's Baba had founded a movement which had
two of the characteristics C. Eric Lincoln maintains are common to all

01

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., August, 1974*

Black Nationalist movements:

lfA disparagement of the White man and

his culture, a repudiation of Negro identity,
African cultural values."

25

and acceptance of

Even after his departure from New York

City in 1969, he left behind a movement that still survives today.
There has been a proliferation of organizations around the country,
such as the Shango Temple in Gary, whose main goal is the restoration
of African culture with special emphasis on African religion.
Although he had established the Yoruba Temple and was deeply
immersed in Yoruba culture, he was to find that he could not achieve
his ultimate goal— the building of an all-African state in New York.
He finally looked to the South as the most likely place where such a
goal could be achieved.

25

Lincoln, C. Eric, The Black Muslims in America (Boston, 1963),

p. 50.
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THE ROAD TO OYOTUNJI

The road that led to the final settlement at Oyotunji Village
was one strewn with many problems that ended in some successes and
some failures.

One of the major problems faced after the Yoruba

Temple was established was whether they should remain in New York,
move to the South or leave the United States.

Over half of the members

of the Temple did not choose to establish their village in South
Carolina.

They originally wanted to go to Western Nigeria, and

failing that, to the Caribbean or South America.
According to Chief Afolabi, "They realized that Western man
would never do right by Black Americans and concluded that Black and
White people are different and have different destinies."^

The

members of the Yoruba Temple realized that their culture could be
practiced in an urban area, but they did not believe the cities were
the place to solve the problems of American Blacks.

They found that

the architecture of the American cities was not conducive to the
organization of the African family.

They realized also that their

jobs would not allow them to live their African lifestyle on a daily
basis.

They could practice their religion only on the weekends.

Baba had the solution to those problems in mind when making a
speech in 1962.

He announced that in 1972 there would exist an

African State in America.

2

Shortly afterward, some of the members of

■^Chief Afolabi, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, April, 1974*

2

Ogboni Book kept at Yoruba Temple in New York, (N.D.).
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the Temple began making plans to find land for the proposed state
which they believed would be somewhere in the southern part of the
United States.

Part of their plans called for pooling their

resources until the move became a reality.

They wanted to purchase

land, farming equipment and vans for transportation.

There does not

appear to have been any desire to make the move immediately after
the statement because they wanted to make sufficient preparations.
Though the statement was made by Baba, they actually did not know
when or where they would be going.
They made two attempts to secure land in South Carolina that
failed.

The family of one of the members of the Temple had over

three hundred acres of land, and he was supposed to allow them to
occupy part of it.

However, due to conflicting rights of inheritance,

legal complications cropped up and their plans fell through.

Their

next attempt, which called for each person to place some money in a
fund for the purchase of land, also failed.

3

With these two failures,

most of the members of the Temple began to question the wisdom of
leaving New York at all.

Others would begin to consider moving to

Africa, the Caribbean or South America.

For philosophical reasons,

Baba^" was opposed to the idea of leaving the United States.
believed the time for returning to Africa was long past.

He

He reasoned

that even if they did return, they would only do two things, "One

3

^Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 1974*
\)gboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
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would be to prove to Whites that the African man was not able to
survive in America.

Secondly, it would mean the Yoruba were taking
5

the same culture back to people who already had it."

Since the

Yoruba had been championing the cause of cultural redemption, they
were faced with the question of what would happen to the Blacks who
chose to remain in the United States without a culture or direction
if they left.
Baba reasoned that if the Orishas had wanted them to live in
Africa, they would have been born there.

That meant, then, that they

would have to solve their own problems, and if they went back to
Africa with their tails between their legs, all history would record
that they had been stripped of their culture.
regarded as real men.

They would not be

It was decided then that the Yoruba would

remain and build a place for the redemption of Black Americans.

When

Baba finally left New York for the South, his immediate goal was not
to build Oyotunji Village, but to accept a teaching position in North
Carolina.

The only decision to go South was whether or not he should

accept the job.

It was not made by him alone.

It was made by the

Ogboni Society of the Yoruba Temple which at the time consisted of
the trustees and Baba who was the Chief priest.^*
In July, 1969, Baba left New York to accept a teaching job at
Bricks, North Carolina.

He was to teach African history at a school

called Transitional Academy.

The Academy was established by a church

5Ibid.. (N.D.).
^Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1974*

group to assist Black students who had low grades so that they could
be admitted to college.
When Baba left New York, he had four wives, but only one of them,
Majile Olafemi, and her two children accompanied him.

They were

later joined by Ayo Miji, his third wife, and just before they left
North Carolina, Olobunmi Adesoji, his head wife, arrived.

She soon

left because she felt the second wife was gaining too much favor.
Baba had been warned in a reading before he married Olobunmi that the
marriage would not survive.
his White wife.

He had met her after the separation from

However, his need for a Black woman to help him

through the period of adjustment after his first separation prevented
him from heeding the warning.

Eventually, they broke up.

Monifa,

his fourth wife, never left New York.
The Academy functioned until late September but was forced to

7

close due to internal problems.1 When Baba realized that the Academy
had internal problems, he took a reading of the situation and found
that Oya, the Goddess of Death, had doomed the program and that they
should move on.

In any case, according to Baba, "The job proved to

be a springboard for us to move south, and we interpreted it as the
£>
work of the Orishas."
Besides answering the question of how they
would get south, the job provided them with some money to get them
selves established.
When they left North Carolina, they stopped at a number of
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places before they settled in Savannah, Georgia, where they rented
an old ante-bellum house.

Their plans were to use the house, which

was very large, to open an African coffee shop like the Port Afrique.
They hoped to earn enough money to build a village.

Before they

could get their plans to open the coffee shop off the ground, they
ran into many difficulties.

The house was old and in constant need

of repairs, and the money was used for repairs to broken water lines,
the heating system and other household needs.

The family lived well

together as long as the money held out, but when it became short,
problems began to crop up within the household.
To relieve some of the economic problems, Miji took a job as a
waitress in a night club.

Baba was able to bring in a little money

himself by sewing African clothes and giving a few readings, and for
a short time, things seemed to move along smoothly.

In November,

Olobunmi, who had left them in North Carolina and returned to New
York, found them in Savannah.

She, too, found a job in a night club.

Majile, who was pregnant, could not work.

As time went on, the two

working women began to resent their having to work while Majile
remained at home and received the attention of Baba.

To solve the

problem, Baba planned to go to the unemployment office to look for a
job.

Each of the women was opposed to his working for Whites, and

Majile objected strenuously.

They argued that he had been trying to

establish African culture and independence from Whites for ten years,
and it would all be a waste if he returned to Western culture.

q

This

q
Olafemi, Majile, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, July, 1977-
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situation was a source of great embarrassment to Baba for he
disliked being supported by women.

Although both women were working

and some money was coming in, all of their financial problems did not
disappear.
The type of job the women had only added to the problems.

They

had to stay out late at night and were constantly around other men.
They began to want to go places with other people on their nights off
and came home very late after work.

Miji and Olobunmi were extroverts,

while Majile was more content to remain at home.

Before long the

complaints surfaced again, and an argument ensued which caused Miji
and Olobunmi to move out on their own in December of 1969. ^
left Baba, Majile and her two children in the house.

That

Near the end of

December, Baba delivered Majile's baby because they did not have
enough money to go to the hospital.

By January of 1970, they were

completely broke, but Majilefs faith in Baba and the Orishas provided
them with the means to recover and move on to South Carolina.
In January they had exhausted all of their money and were not
able to pay the rent and other bills.

It was at this point that

Majile began to suggest that the Orishas might be angry with them for
not using the money they had to build the village.

She became

convinced that the only way they could improve their lot was to leave
Savannah.

That would require money which they did not have.

Finally,

she asked Baba, "Why can't the Orishas do s o m e t h i n g ? T h a t was a

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1974*
1:LIbid., April, 1974-

55
very embarrassing question for Baba, as he had not become completely
convinced of the power of the Orishas.

Being western-educated and

possessing a logical mind, he was still plagued with doubts about
the occult.

Although he still had these doubts, he decided to try

to use the Orishas for his own benefit.
He began by drawing a big zodiac on his living room floor and
then took certain of the gods and placed them in positions on the
zodiac which corresponded with the money positions in astrology.

He

then lit some candles and began a chant while he offered the Orishas
some wine and other spirits.

12 Afterward, he made phone calls to

two people who had previously refused to send him money and received
favorable answers.

That was the first time he was firmly convinced

the Orishas worked.

As he reflected on his work over the past ten

years, he was more impressed because people had been telling him he
had helped them, but he did not feel confident enough to ask for
their help when he needed it.
to his appeal.

Now, those he called were receptive

With the money he received from his friends, he was

able to scrape up one hundred thirty four dollars.

With the money,

he rented a U-haul and left Savannah the same night.
They arrived in South Carolina in February, 1970, and looked for
a place to settle until some people helped them rent a small house on
Paiges point.

After they paid the rent for the house, they had about

thirty four dollars left.

That money was used to buy groceries

because they knew that since Paiges Point is quite a distance from any

l2Ibid., April, 1974-

town, they would have difficulty traveling without an automobile.

13

It was not long, however, before Baba received further proof of the
power of the Orishas.
Shortly after they settled in at Paiges Point, Baba sent a letter
to his brother in Detroit who owned an African clothing store.
asked for an advance for sewing some dashikis.

He

His brother sent some

money, and he quickly made the dashikis and returned them to him.
That arrangement worked smoothly, and they were able to make several
deals of a similar kind.1^

Then, surprisingly, one day several

people who had heard he could make readings drove up from Savannah.
They wanted to get readings and made some sacrifices.

After those

people left, others found their way to him, and soon a sizeable number
of people began to visit for readings, advice and sacrifices.

Baba,

Majile and the children were in South Carolina for about a year
before anyone came to live with them, but some people did visit them
to be initiated into one of the various cults.
In April, 1970, Akiyele Awolawo, who later became Chief Elemosha,
came down for a visit from New York to see how things were going.
Awolawo had been involved in Yoruba culture with Baba since the early
I960*s.

About the same time, Omo Wale came down from the Gary,

Indiana, Temple.

Omo Wale had consulted Baba about being initiated

while he was still in Savannah because he did not want the ceremony
performed by the Cubans.

Baba was not too enthusiastic about the idea

13Ibid., April, 1974.
■^Olafemi, Majile, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, April, 1974*
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because the Cubans always had a lot of people involved, and he was not
sure he knew enough to perform the ritual.

Omo Wale now insisted

that he could do it, and they agreed that the former should return
in April.
Although Baba had agreed to perform the initiation when Omo
Wale returned in April, he had to be convinced all over again when
the time arrived.

Omo Wale returned while Akiyele was visiting, and

they both set about the task of pursuading Baba to perform the
initiation.

Omo Wale argued that the Cubans had decided for themselves

how they wanted to reorganize the religion and culture and so, too,
had the Brazilians.

Therefore, it was time for Black Americans to

decide what the religion and cultlire meant to them and how they were
going to preserve it.

15

Baba decided that with the help of Olobunmi,

who was visiting them in South Carolina, they would initiate their
first group of priests.

Akiyele was the first to be initiated.

In

the reading that was made to determine which priesthood they should
be initiated into, it was found that he should become Obatala.
Obatala always takes precedence in the hierarchical system.
The first part of the initiation took place at night at the river
near Paiges Point.

As they left the house to make their way to the

river, a terrible storm broke out and everyone was frightened but
Baba.

Olobunmi, who had not been completely convinced they should

carry out the initiation in the first place, suggested they turn back.

15

Chief ELemosha, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, July, 1974•
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She was afraid that the Orishas were angry with them.

Baba was able

to spur them on by recounting the events of the night of the Haitian
revolution which began during a great storm.

Akiyele later recalled

that he told them, "The sky was celebrating that revolution and now
it is celebrating ours.

16
We must go on.”

They then walked on to

the river and performed the part of the ritual that requires
destroying the person’s old clothes and submersion in the water.
Akiyele had to strip naked, and all his clothing was thrown into the
water.

Baba then washed and prayed over him and performed the

remainder of the ritual by the river.

After that part of the ritual

was completed, Akiyele was dressed in clean white clothes and they
returned to the house to complete the initiation.

17

Omo Wale and a female friend he brought with him were initiated
into the Shango and Yemoja priesthoods.

After the rituals were

completed, the storm ended and the night became beautiful and clear.
The three stayed isolated in a room with only a mat for seven days.
That was the length of time Baba had learned from the Cubans that
new initiates had to be confined in a Temple room.

After that time,

they were allowed to emerge and go about their business.

They all

left the Village, but were supposed to return in three months to feed
their Orishas.
So it was that the Yoruba had started a new departure for Black

^ I b i d . , July, 1974.
17
'Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, July, 1974.
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Americans.

They had finally reclaimed their religion.

They had had

it for ten years, but now they were actually reproducing it on
American soil.

They had decided to manage and reorganize it to suit

their own needs and lifestyles.

It would still be a while before

anyone came to live with them, but other people would soon come to
be initiated.
The next two people were initiated in July, 1970.

One of them

was Majile, who had complained about not being among the first group
since she had been in the culture as long as the others.

The other

person was Owesu Hunu, the mother of Omo Wale's friend who was
among the first group of initiates.

Olobunmi returned from Savannah

to help, and Baba also had the help of two priests from the Yoruba
Temple in New York who had decided to come to check the progress of
the village.

Olobunmi proved very helpful again because she was good

at remembering the women's work in the initiation ceremony.

The

second group proved to be quite exhausting because more goats, chickens,
guineas, pigeons and other animals were used in the sacrifices.

Once

the initiates left the Temple, they returned to their homes.
No one would come to live with Baba and his family until November
after they had been allowed the use of some land and a farm house on
Brays Island Road off Route 17 in Sheldon.

Although they would later

move from that site, it was there that Oyotunji Village was really
officially born.

Once they were settled, they began to build

temples, shrines, altars and ancestor worship houses.

Baba was very

enthusiastic and often stayed up working late into the night with
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Majile's oldest son, Ogun Yemi, who was around five years old.
Finally, they had their first permanent resident at Oyotunji.
In November, 1970, Owesu Hunu returned to the Village to live.

She

had had a reading which said she could no longer have a husband and
that she was to be married to the Orishas exclusively.

She left

her husband and came to live in one of the back rooms of the farm
house.

Olobunmi, who was still living in Savannah, made several

visits but only stayed two or three days at a time.

On one of her

visits in November, during the initiation of a man named Ade Yemi,
a reading was made which gave her sixteen days to return to the
Village.

Unless she came to live within that time, she would not

be able to join the Village for seven years and she would run into
tf

bad times.

She arrived on the seventeenth day, but the house she

was to have occupied was taken and she was not admitted to the
Village as a citizen.

18

The spiritual side of life was not the only one of concern to
the new community.

They had to find means of providing for food,

accommodations and living expenses.

They were able to survive on

the few readings and sacrifices Baba was making until they began
receiving food stamps in late 1971.

The consultations and the food

stamps carried them until they could develop other sources of income.
What little cash there was had to be spent on supplies such as rakes,
axes, lumber, chickens and horse feed.

l8Ibid., July, 1974-

I

The horse cost only thirty dollars
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because it only had one eye.

It was paid for in three installments.

In March, 1971, Baba built his first house.

He had promised Owesu

Hunu he would build her a house when the weather warmed up.
house was fourteen by twelve and made of concrete blocks.

The
As the

weather became warmer, more and more people began to visit the Village
and take up residence because they had placed a sign along the

highway proclaiming the existence of a "Yoruba African Cultural
Center."

19

Thus started, the Village began to grow.

In June, 1971» Elemosha

came to the Village to live and brought five people with him.
first of the group to arrive were Folayan and her child.

became Iya Shanla, Baba's second wife.
his wife and three men.

She later

Later, Elemosha arrived with

Two of the men were homosexuals.

had a Shango-type personality.

The

The third

Malibu, the Shango-type fellow, would

later be the source of considerable trouble.
settled in little, round houses made

The two men were

out of pressed cardboard. The

houses had walls four feet high and an eight-foot ceiling.

Elemosha

built a larger house with a square design out of masonite.

20 As soon

as they were settled, Afolabi and his wife arrived in July.

Afolabi

had met Baba while he was in Savannah and had since gone to New York
and became involved with the Cubans.
settled in to stay.

They, too, built a house and

The houses were not substantial, but they

19

/0gboni Book kept at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South Carolina,

(N.D.).
20
Elemosha, loc. cit., July, 1974*
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managed to protect them until they moved to the permanent Village
site.
Shortly after their arrival, however, Malibu began to create
unrest in the Village by complaining about many small issues.
According to Elemosha, Malibu became very temperamental and began
demanding better treatment and more respect from the other villagers.
One day, as the men were out scrounging for old tin, wire and wood
from abandoned buildings, they were caught by an owner and arrested.
The women in the Village were able to raise enough money to pay their
fines, and ELemosha's wife paid Malibu’s fine. After repeated pleas
to him to repay the money, Baba was called upon to settle the issue
and ordered him to pay.21 Malibu resented this and carried a grudge
against the rest of the villagers which would carry over into other
disputes.
The next incident Malibu was involved in brought the Village
to the attention of the nation.

Malibu had a female visitor from

New York who for some reason did not want to live in the Village.
He rented a motel room while she was there. On leaving the motel,
Malibu stole a mirror and brought it back to the Village. The police
traced him to the Village and arrested him. Again, Elemosha's wife
put up the money for his release. Again, he refused to repay her.
When he refused to repay the money this time, very heated words were
exchanged between him, Elemosha and Baba. Malibu denounced the

21
Ibid., July, 1974
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Village and decided to leave.

Before he left the Village, it was

rumored that he intended to set all the houses on fire and shoot
the occupants when they ran outside. When this was learned, Baba
and the other men asked the Justice of the Peace for help.
were told that he could not act on a rumor.
their right to defend themselves.

22

They

He also informed them of

As they were returning to the

Village, they met Malibu and an argument ensued. Malibu attempted
to run his car over Baba and shoot him with a pistol, but Baba jumped
upon the hood of the car and was thrown through the windshield.

While

Malibu was trying to run over Baba, Oshun Kunle, a new resident of
the Village, took the pistol and shot him. When Baba went for
treatment at Beaufort Memorial Hospital for the injury he sustained,
he had to report the incident. Oshun Kunle was arrested and charged
with murder. At the preliminary hearing, Malibu1s girlfriend had
disappeared and the prosecution had no witnesses. According to
Lieutenant Robert Jenkins, who investigated the case, Oshun Kunle was
acquitted of the charge of murder and it was ruled that he acted in
self-defense.2^
Up to that time, they had been a quiet, unknown people doing
their own thing.

They had felt that in perhaps five to seven years

of working and building and perfecting their rituals, they would be

22Ibid.. July, 1974.
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^Adefunmi, loc. cit., July, 1974* Jenkins, Lt. Robert C.,
Beaufort County Sheriff's Department, oral discussion at Beaufort,
South Carolina, July, 1977*
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ready to let the world know they were there. Of course, with the
publicity from the hearing, they were discovered. People learned
that there was an African village in America, and they were
immediately beseiged by television companies, writers and people who
wanted to join the Village or be initiated into one of the cults.
After the hearing, the next group of initiates were Afolabi,
Oshun Kunle and Elemosha’s wife.

By the time this group was

initiated, the time a person had to spend in the Temple had been
altered from seven days to three months.

During the time they were

confined, Afolabi and his wife broke up because she was alone and
could not adjust to his being dominated by Majile who had become
Chief Priestess of the Osun Cult.

Once an initiate enters the

Temple, he is ordered about by the Chief Priest because the purpose
of this phase is to destroy the old personality and create a new
one.^ After Afolabi came out of the Temple, he remained in the
Village for a time without a wife. Oshun Kunle returned to New York,
and Elemosha1s wife remained.
The publicity from the trial brought to the Village others who
planned to stay.

For a variety of reasons, however, several would

stay for a while and leave.

Later in the year, a young woman named

Olu-Mola came into the Village.

She had formerly been a Muslim.

She did not remain long, however, because the readings all revealed

^Chief Afolabi, Oral discussion at Obotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, July, 1974»
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that none of the Orishas would accept her. While she remained, she
was constantly in trouble and soon became discouraged and disgruntled
because she saw herself as a great mystic. When no one was impressed,
she left.

Another young man named Ade Wale came and lived for about

a year and a half, but he was not able to find a wife and he left.
During most of this time, the villagers were trying to adjust to a
new lifestyle, further their knowledge of Yoruba culture and perfect
25
their rituals. ^
Baba had left New York to take a teaching job in North Carolina,
but his ultimate goal was to build an all-African state on American
soil.

The job provided him with the reason for leaving New York.

Baba left North Carolina after a short time and moved to Savannah,
Georgia.

His stay in Savannah was plagued with problems, and were it

not for Majile's faith in him and the Orishas, they might not have
made their move to South Carolina.
Once Baba and his family arrived in South Carolina, they were
able to negotiate the use of some land. With land under their feet,
they decided with the aid of Omo Wale, who became Shango dele after
his initiation, how they were going to preserve African culture and
began to reproduce it on American soil.

Small numbers joined them at

first. Aided by publicity from a court case, the number of people
visiting and coming to the Village to live increased considerably.
As a result, they initiated several people into the various cults

^ Ibid., July, 1974

and set about the task of strengthening and perfecting their rituals.
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OYOTUNJI IS BORN

The next events of importance in the development of Oyotunji
came during the years of 1972 and 1973 and were related to the move
from the old village on Brays Island Road to the present village
along Route 26 at Sheldon.

This move was indirectly related to

another incident which involved the residents at the old village.
Nonetheless, the achievements, aside from the move itself, of those
years were significant, as it was during this period that the villagers
made substantial progress toward establishing sources of income, a
workable system of taxation, education and refuse disposal.
The aforementioned incident occurred one day when two men and a
woman appeared in the village from New York.

They asked if they

could live there and informed Kabiyese"*" they were being sought by
the police.

The woman, who was named Mumbi, had once been a girl

friend of Malibu*s.

They were allowed to live in the Village until

one day a Deputy Sheriff came to question Kabiyese about their
whereabouts because the woman had been seen in the town of Beaufort.
Kabiyese was taken into Beaufort where he was questioned by the
Sheriff and some FBI agents.

Since the woman had been identified,

Kabiyese admitted she was in the Village but tried to convince the
police that the men were no longer there.

After the questioning,

"*"Baba Oseijeman became King (Oba) of Oyotunji Village by virtue
of the fact that he was the founder and the political and spiritual
leader of its residents. The title of Kabiyese, which denotes his
royal position, seems to have become accepted for common usage by
the middle of 1972. The villagers are, however, in the process of
formulating plans for crowning future Kings. From this point on,
Baba Oseijeman will be identified as Kabiyese.
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Kabiyese was sent to the Village to persuade them to surrender.

He

was unsuccessful in his attempt to convince them they should, and
they attempted to escape only to be captured a few miles from the
Village.^
Kabiyese was arrested for harboring fugitives and was incarcerated
in Columbia, South Carolina.

During the ride to Columbia, Kabiyese

was asked why he didn't report the people.
reply:

He later recalled his

"When people come into the Village they reform, they are

baptized and given a new name and a new beginning.
my duty to help and protect my people.

As a priest it is

Just as the Catholic priest

must keep secret any confession given to him, I must do likewise."

3

While he was in jail Chief Elemosha made a reading which told the
villagers to sacrifice a goat and some hens to secure his release.
They made the sacrifices on a Saturday.

Kabiyese was arrested on a

Friday and released the following Monday on his own recognizance.

He

was told to report back in two weeks for a trial. When he returned to
the Village, sacrifices were made and Bembfe's were held to appease the
Orishas and bring about his acquittal.

The night before he was to

return to Columbia a Deputy Sheriff informed him the charges had been
dropped.^
The news coverage of this incident alerted other Blacks to the
2
Jenkins, Robert C., Lt., Beaufort County Sheriff's Department,
Oral discussion at Beaufort, South Carolina, July, 1977*
3

^Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral dxscussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, July, 1974*
^Chief Elemosha, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, July, 1974*
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existence of the Village and thus increased the number of residents.
After public attention died down, they were able to return to the
task of building the Village.
initiated.

In early 1972 a few more people were

One of the initiates was a young divorcee from Beaufort

who married Afolabi and brought her son into the Village.

The

marriage did not last as the reading they had made earlier indicated.
Before two people can marry at Oyotunji, a reading for them must be
made to determine if the marriage will be successful.

If the reading

indicates there will be serious problems, the two are advised against
the marriage.

If they still want to marry, they have to make certain

sacrifices to try to appease the Orishas and bless the marriage.
They took those steps, but they fought so much that they had to be
separated.
Afolabi was again without a wife for about three months until
he traveled to New York with Kabiyese in July, 1972, to hold some
5

rallies with Denizulu and deliver some lectures. After the lectures,
many people requested readings and Afolabi was introduced to a young
woman who wanted to get married and live at Oyotunji.

They were

later married, and she becjame his head wife in the Village.
In the fall of 1972, Kabiyese was invited to accompany Denizulu
and his dance troupe on an all expenses paid trip to Ghana.

Kabiyese

had been announcer for Denizulu* s dance troupe while he was in New
York and had helped to prepare some of the clothes for his productions.
This was a crucial time for the trip for two reasons.

5

Before Kabiyese

Denizulu is involved in Ghanian culture and director for an
African dance troupe of international acclaim.
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broke with the Cubans, he had a reading which said he was to become
a Babalawo or priest of Ifa. The trip would provide him with the
opportunity to travel from Ghana to Nigeria for the initiation and
would also allow him to visit his African homeland.

The second

reason was the man who owned the land on Brays Island Road had become
upset over the publicity the Village was receiving.

He also realized

that they were intending to build a Village on the land instead of
becoming farmers as he had assumed. After seeing the houses devoted
to ancestor worship and the temples, he became alarmed and got a
£

court order to have them evicted.

Fortunately, they were able to get

an extension of the order, and Kabiyese was able to fly to Ghana.

He

then made his way to Nigeria, where he was initiated into Ifa at
Abeokuta, Nigeria. 7
When Kabiyese returned from Africa, the Orishas had been very
favorable toward their effort to acquire land by presenting them with
an opportunity to purchase some nearby.

They were able to purchase

some land from Felix Smalls, a local merchant, by pooling their
resources and making monthly payments.

Once the land was purchased,

they began disassembling the old Village and carrying it over to the
new site.

Just before they left the old Village, Majile's son, Yemi,

who was around seven, was initiated into the priesthood of Ogun and
became Ogun Yemi.

He was initiated by a Nigerian man from New York

who was visiting the Village.

He also taught them how to perform the

^Elemosha, loc. cit., July, 1974*
7

'Adefunmi, loc. cit., July, 1974«
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Ogun ritual.
The move to the new site proved to bea laborious and back
breaking taskf as they

had to clear a roadabout a quarter mile long

before they could reach the land they had purchased.

It took four

weeks to transport everything, and they carried all of their goods
on their heads.

In order that they might rest during this period,

they chopped trees and cut a road into the forest.

Each man then

began to build a house for each of his wives and one for himself.
All of the men worked together to build a house for Owesu Hunu.
It took about three months to make the new Village habitable
and build new ancestor

houses and temples.9 While they were building

the new Village, a few

people came to stay. Some of them remained

for a long time, while others only briefly until they could be
initiated into one of the priesthoods and return to their homes.
One man named Akin Sheju read about the Village in a magazine
and came to live for over a year and a half.

His wife did not

accompany him, but a young girl was found for him to marry in Savannah,
Georgia.

The girl had been living with her grandmother and causing

her a great deal of trouble.

It was hoped that if she came to live

in the Village she might mature and settle down.

The two were

married, but the union did not last long because they fought so much
the girl finally ran away. Another man named Ekun Konye and his wife
came down from Chicago.

His wife had been initiated into the

g

Chief Afolabi, 'Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, November, 1974*
^Ibid., November, 1974*
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priesthood there by Omo Wale.

After Ekun Konye finished his

initiation and was established in his priesthood, his wife became
chief priestess of the Olokun Cult and was added to the Ogboni
. * 10
society.

Once everyone was settled in the new Village, they decided it
needed a.name.
again."

They chose the name Oyotunji, which means "Oyo rises

Oyo was one of the empires created by the Yoruba peoples in

the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century.

According to Kabiyese,

when they founded the town they wanted a name that exemplified the
highest ideals and none would be more suitable.

11

At present, as one

enters the Village he will see a sign notifying the public that you
are now leaving the United States and entering Oyotunji Afrikan
Village.

The idea and reason for the sign originated in 1962 when

Kabiyese first proclaimed there would be an African Village in America
by 1972.

This proclamation became a reality in 1971 when he was

allowed the use of the land on Brays Island Road.
erected with some reservations.

The sign was

The villagers knew what it meant to

them, but they feared everyone else would make a joke out of it.

To

their surprise the sign and the villagers were taken seriously by
outsiders and a number of articles were written proclaiming that
Blacks had successfully seceded from the United States.

What the sign

means to those Yoruba is that they have established a new cultural

^Konye, Ekun, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, December, 1976.
"^Ogboni Book at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South Carolina,
(N.D.).
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division in America whose ultimate goal might be political, but for a
12
time their separation will be mainly cultural.
They wanted to
prepare people coming into the Village for a different cultural
impact.
In this sense, the inhabitants perceived Oyotunji as a new
beginning.

Here during a critical period of their history, Blacks

had responsibility for their own destiny and could participate in a
pilot scheme where a new culture could be developed and training in its
concepts could be undertaken. Attending Western schools and colleges
would not serve their purpose because the social and political
orientation of such institutions is generally radically different
from that of Oyotunji.

For example, life at the Village is governed

much more by religion and divination than in Western culture.
Kabiyese made clear his vision for the Village in late 1974:

"Oyotunji

is to become the fountainhead of a new cultural revolution which will
influence all Black people, and in time, magnetize and then liberate
them from Western culture."

13

The number of people living at Oyotunji has grown since its
early days of struggle.
there.

Today there are nearly eighty people residing

In the first two years, most people who visited came to live

in the summer but would leave in the winter when the weather was most

~*~2Ibid.. (N.D.). Newlook Magazine, January 15, 1977» Vol. 4»
No. 5 Southern Publications, Inc.; St. Petersburg Times, January
30, 1977*
13
■'Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, November, 1974*
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■uncomfortable. Lately, people have been arriving in the fall and
staying on into the summer. The most popular time for tours and
visitations is the summer. Many people have come only to be
initiated into one of the priesthoods and then leave.

Most of the

people who leave are young males who cannot find a wife at Oyotunji.
The basic reason people come to Oyotunji is that they are tired
of city life.

They believe they cannot continue to cope with a

lifestyle which to them is not going anywhere.

Others have come to

escape the police, but they usually move on when they learn of the
restrictions in the Village.

More males leave the Village than females

mainly because there are not enough women to go around. Also, they
may find it too restrictive and too expensive.

Once they are

settled, they find they have to pay taxes and make contributions for
the many festivals and religious ceremonies that affect the Village
as a whole.

If one is not a priest with clients who visit for

consultations and sacrifices, or has some independent source of
income, a person will find it difficult to manage financially.

There

are, however, a few single women who come to the Village but do not
remain.

For example, there was one single woman of nearly forty who

was, because of her age, allowed to have her own compound.

She

remained for several months, but although she was allowed to have
lovers and could have married one of them, she became frustrated and
left.
The procedure for becoming a resident of Oyotunji is quite
simple.

The easiest way is for individuals or families to just drift

in and say they have heard or read about the Village and would like
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to live there.

Many people come and express the view that the

Village is what they have been dreaming of for years and that they
thought Black people should have something like this.

Or they might

say they are sick and tired of the city where their lives are not
going anywhere.1^
If an individual or family decides to live in the Village, they
are extended an invitation to take up residence, at which time the
residency requirements are explained.

For example, a person must

live at Oyotunji for six consecutive months without being absent for
more than thirty days before they are declared permanent residents.
Within the six-month period, the person must relinquish all other
places of residence.

Minors must supply documentary proof of consent

from their parents before residency can be established.

Any person

who is without money or a means to support himself must become an
Iwofa, a pawn or servant to either a chief or a selected family until
such time as they can provide for their own needs.

Finally, each

person must make an oath of allegiance to the Village, the Oba, the
Chiefs of the Ogboni, and to the laws and traditions of the ancient
Yoruba.15
After the residency requirements are explained, each person must
make an oath of allegiance, after which he is given a reading to
determine which Orisha rules him, and from that information he is
given spiritual advice.

Each person is given a baptism to wash away

■^Sheju, Akin, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, November, 1974*
150gboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
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his past and to prepare him to live in the Village.

After the baptism,

the various laws of Oyotunji are explained to him.
The following three laws are considered very important in the
orientation of a person to life at Oyotunji:
wear African attire at all times.

1) all villagers must

Kabiyese made his position on that

law quite clear when he stated:
Be it hereby known to all and sundry that the King
has said that it is an insult to the spirit of our
ancestors and disrespectful to the people of
Yoruba Village for Yorubas to be seen outside their
homes in non-Yoruba dress styles... . The only
exception is the use of Western-made winter or rain
wear. Any Yoruba seen improperly dressed out of
doors is liable to a fine of twenty-five cents for
the first infraction;
2) all men must work on the ddkpweS.

District dokpwes are scheduled by

the King each week to perform public works.

They are to be separated

by sex and may work on alternate days or weeks;

17

3) all persons

living in Oyotunji must receive tribal marks within three months.
After the individual learns the rules, he gradually begins to integrate
himself into the Village life.
The latter rule was adopted at the time of the move to the new
site.

A reading was made to determine whether they should purchase

Herskovits, Melville J., Dahomey, An Ancient West African
Kingdom (New York, 1938), PP* 63-04. Dd>kpw§ is a Dahomean term
meaning a cooperative self-help organization. Fadipe, N. A., Francis
Olu. Okediji, Okediji, (jlladeyo 0., ed., The Sociology of the Yoruba.
(Ibadan, 1970), p. 150. The equivalent among the Yoruba is the Owe
and Aro associations. At Oyotunji, each person works on the ds5kpw£
until they reach the age of forty.
17

'Ogboni Book, kept at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South
Carolina, (N.D.).
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the land and what life would be like in the new Village.

The reading

was favorable for the move, and they also learned that each person
who lived in Oyotunji should receive tribal marks so that the
ancestral spirits would know that they were a different people.

18

The villagers themselves also preferred the marks so that they could
be distinguished from other Afro-Americans as worshippers and
preservers of the culture of their ancestors.

The villagers chose

one of the three marks of the (Jyo, which are three parallel lines on
each cheek.
There are other rules at Oyotunji that are important, but the
individual is granted a short time to adjust to them.

For example,

modern household conveniences such as the use of electricity and gas
for cooking are prohibited.

Kabiyese feared their dependence on

modern conveniences would cause the villagers to expend their small
economic resources on unnecessary appliances.
eliminated a great deal of expense.

Their prohibition

In the old Village on Brays

Island Road, only Kabiyese1s house had electricity, and before they
moved to the present site, it was disconnected for he believed they
were beginning to depend too much on things they could do without.
There is the possibility that one pay phone might be allowed in the
Village for contacting relatives and cases of emergency.
With no electricity or gas, the fuel used in the Village is wood
lit by kerosene. All of the villagers have kerosene or gas lamps,
and a few have Coleman stoves.

The kerosene lamps cost about sixty

18Adefunmi, loc. cit., November, 1974*
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cents a week to operate. A gallon of gasoline lasts a family two
weeks, and those who use wood eliminate these expenses altogether.
With the elimination of unnecessary expenses, the people are expected
to use their resources more constructively on such things as building
materials, farm equipment and general repairs around their compounds. 19
The government of the Village, through the Ogboni society,
provides the head of each household with as much land as needed in
keeping with the land use laws of West Africa.

In Yorubaland in

"pre-colonial days no freeborn person who required land needed to go
outside his own area.

Even if he went into another community, his

freedom in obtaining land was not affected."20 When a family moves
to Oyotunji, they are given a fifty by fifty foot plot of land in
exchange for one quart of gin which goes to the Oba, and one quart
which is consumed by the husband and the chiefs as a testimony to his
official application for land and his receipt of it.
to the man and his family in perpetuity.

The land belongs

If they need more, it will

be granted, but the land cannot be sold because the Ogboni bought it
and made it available. 21
Land ownership is very important to the villagers because few
of them owned any before they became residents of Oyotunji.

They

believe a man who owns land is loath to leave it. Land has become

IQ
'Adefunmi, loc. cit., November, 1974*
20
Fadipe, op. cit., p. 147*

21Adefunmi, loc. cit., November, 1974*
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sacred to them because it provides them with all the essentials for
sustaining life*

They have developed a feeling of oneness with the

soil and consider themselves to be living in harmony with nature.
The newness of the experience and the hardships of starting a new life
created within those who remained a sense of unity, cooperation and a
total oneness of purpose.

It provided them with a concrete expression

of the past seven years of building the Village and a link with their
present situation.

It is the root of their existence.

When the residents moved to their present site they were faced
with the dual task of building a new village and closing the gap
between themselves and the people in the surrounding community.

The

initial reaction of the people in the nearby community to the
establishment of Oyotunji was one of fear by Whites and guarded
acceptance by Blacks.

According to Chief Afolabi, the White

businessmen, who he believes attempted to convince the Blacks that
the villagers were there to steal their land, did so because they
did not understand their intentions or their lifestyles.

Although

there was some apprehension on the part of the Whites, there were no
overt acts committed against the villagers.

There was one minor

incident, however, that the villagers believe was instigated by
Whites.

After the land was purchased on which Oyotunji was built, the

villagers began clearing a road through the forest to the new site.
As they did not own automobiles, they had to walk along the highway
with axes, knives and machetes in sight of anyone who passed by.

One

day, while walking from the old Village on Brays Island Road, they
were detained by the police for questioning.

Someone had made a
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complaint that they were disturbing the peace and were a threat to
the community.

There were no formal charges made against them,

and after they explained what they were doing they had no more
trouble of that kind.

22

The villagers did not attempt to confront the people who
opposed them, rather they continued their efforts to erect the
Village and establish Yoruba culture and their deeds soon proved
to the people that their intentions were good.

According to Chief

Afolabi, "We were very humble and respectful of them and their
property.

When the farmers had problems in their fields and couldn't

afford to pay laborers, we helped them."

23

It was not long before

they accepted the villagers warmly, and they soon realized that
they had some things in common.

The Blacks who live along the

Georgia and South Carolina Sea Islands are probably the most voodoo
conscious people in the United States.

When they learned that the

use of divination and root medicines were a part of the Yoruba
lifestyle, most of their fears disappeared and the villagers began
to visit them occasionally and attend their parties, homecomings,
funerals and weddings.

Recently, a number of them have had their

weddings performed in the Village by a Yoruba priest.

One thing

that has helped to strengthen the bond established between the
villagers and the people of the community, both Black and White, is

22
Chief Afolabi, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, April, 1975*
23Ibid., April, 1975.
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the joint publication of a community news bulletin started by the
villagers.2*1- Another unifying element is the volunteer work performed
in the community by the villagers, especially their work with the
local volunteer fire department.

Presently, although some of the

people in the surrounding community might still have some apprehensions
about the villagers, it seems that they have learned they can live
in harmony without fear of disruption of their lifestyles.
Although the problems the villagers had with the surrounding
community were troublesome, the ones they had with County and State
officials were more serious and lasting.

Probably the greatest

problem they faced was with the public school system.

State law in

South Carolina requires each child to receive an education beginning
at the age of six.

Shortly after Oyotunji was established, some of

the Village children reached the legal age to attend public school.
The villagers objected to sending their children to the local
schools because they didn't believe Western schools and their teachers
were equipped to teach their children.

According to Chief Afolabi,

"They don't have the understanding, knowledge or wisdom to teach our
children about their history, culture, psychology or social
environment."

25

Royal Academy.

To solve the problem, they established the Yoruba
The school is staffed by the villagers, some of whom

were teachers before they came to Oyotunji, and is headed by the Oba.

2*tThe African Pioneer Community News Bulletin was first published
in May,”T 9 r/7*

2^Chief Afolabi, loc. cit., April, 1975.
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For purposes of education the children are divided into male and
female groups.

The school's curriculum consists of such subjects

as Yoruba language, English, mathematics, African history and
culture, the history of the Afro-American Yoruba movement and the
founding of Oyotunji, family relations, animal husbandry, herbology,
astrology, ritual and worship, and arts and crafts.

For a time the

Academy served as the center for training and initiation for the
priesthood.
The children begin their formal education at the age of eight
because the villagers do not believe it is wise to impress too heavily
upon the children before that time the subjects of reading and writing.
That does not mean, however, that the children do not learn to read
or write before that time.

The writer has observed some of the

children playing a game which I suppose is called teacher and student.
During the game, the older children act as teachers.

Usually, the

game involves identifying and reciting the alphabet.

A certain amount

of space is allowed between the blackboard and the children.
child is asked to identify a letter of the alphabet.
correctly, he takes one step forward.

Each

If he answers

If he cannot identify the

letter of the alphabet correctly, he remains in place.

The person who

identifies the most letters of the alphabet advances to a predetermined
spot and wins the contest and the approval of the older person and his
fellow contestants.

The villagers believe the children, by playing such

a game at an early age, will be able to learn more effectively when their
formal education begins because they will have already developed the
ability to retain information given to them.
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When the formal education begins, the villagers still do not
rely heavily upon teaching reading and writing because they are more
interested in developing the children’s retentive skills.

The main

instructional technique used at Oyotunji is one in which the
children learn by doing.

For example, to learn mathematics, the

children are assigned the task of purchasing items from the
neighborhood store or from their own market place.

To complete the

assignment, the student is required to be able to tell the teacher
upon return how much the item cost the store owner, how much it was
sold for, how much profit was made from its sale and how much change
they have after the purchase.

What the teacher hopes to accomplish

through this method is teach the student math and business management
at the same time.

Throughout his education, the student is taught

that it is important to be able to read and write, but is is equally
important, as in the case of traditional Yoruba education, to be able
to retain whatever knowledge they acquire.

The system is based on a

cycle of three months of classes and one month vacation.
There is also an adult branch of the Yoruba Royal Academy.
too, is divided along male and female lines.

It,

Adult male education

is administered by the Ake Konju Society (men’s society) and the
females by the Egbe binrin (women's society).

The main emphasis is

on subjects such as marriage and the family, sex, laws and ideals of
Oyotunji, work ethos, the history of the Afro-American Yoruba
movement and the founding of Oyotunji, ancient Yoruba history and
culture, Yoruba language and English.
Other problems the villagers were confronted with were periodic
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calls to the County Health Department by unidentified persons who
charged the Village garbage dump posed a health hazard.

To solve

that problem, the villagers first attempted to dig huge pits to bury
the refuse, but they were able to abandon that method later by using
a truck of one of the newer residents to transport it to the local
disposal area.

Kabiyese also put forth his position on the matter

because although he was not convinced there was a health threat, he
did fear that if the Village was allowed to take on an unsightly
appearance it might prove detrimental to its development.

In a

royal statement, he proclaimed:
The King has said that Oyotunji is a place of
world-wide interest and. therefore, it should
not offend the eyes of the world. I command
every Yoruba to maintain neat and attractive
surroundings about his house and yard. All
unnecessary and unsightly junk should be
removed from sight, or the office of protocol
must investigate the matter and impose a fine
of twenty-five cents.
While their problems with the community, county and state
officials were difficult to resolve and are still of concern to them,
the villagers had to also find ways of supplementing their meager
incomes.

From the time Kabiyese moved from Paiges point to the farm

house on Brays Island Road, he did some farming and supplemented
that with money derived from readings and sacrifices.

In 1971 he and

the other villagers began receiving food stamps, and they developed
an economy based on agriculture, food stamps and barter until they
moved from Brays Island Road to the new Village.

26
Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).

When they first
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began to receive food stamps, according to Kabiyese, there was quite
a bit of embarrassment on their part, but after a while they began to
consider them as reparations payments for the years of labor that
their forefathers gave America without pay.

They believe the

government owes them a living until they can become self-sufficient.
There is still, however, considerable embarrassment over them, and
they are making every effort to become self-sustaining.

27

Although most of the villagers continue to receive food stamps,
they have been able to supplement their incomes by producing various
items to be sold in the market place at Oyotunji.

For example, most

of them have become skilled in the making of various items of jewelry
such as rings, necklaces and bracelets.

Some of the villagers are

skilled in leather crafts, pottery making and cloth dyeing.
women are especially adept at sewing African clothes.

The

Some of the

men are also very good artists and skilled wood carvers.
The main source of income to the villagers, however, comes from
Village tours and the readings, advice and sacrifices of the priests.
To supplement these sources, the villagers farm a two-acre plot of
land on which they grow green beans, pumpkins, white and sweet
potatoes, squash, collard greens, corn, cucumbers, peas and peanuts.
They also help other area farmers harvest their crops and are given
a share of their yield.

The men also hunt and fish and raise chickens,

goats and pigeons which are used in the various religious ceremonies
and sacrifices.

27

'Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 1975*
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Another source of income which is used for the administration
of the government and the building of monuments, temples and public
buildings is derived from the system of taxation in effect in the
Village.

Under the system, the head of each compound has to pay

eight dollars a month for compound taxes.

For a person who is a

priest, this is not difficult, but a person who is not finds it
rather difficult unless he has a skill or can find some work to earn
the money from one of the wealthier compounds.

A single person who

is allowed his own compound has to pay four dollars a month, and he
can make the payment with food stamps.

28

The years 1972 and 1973 were very crucial in the building of
Oyotunji Village and the development of Yoruba culture in America.
In the former year, Kabiyese was able to travel to Nigeria, where he
was initiated into the priesthood of Ifa and became a Babalawo.

While

in Nigeria, he observed the application of some of the Yoruba rituals
first hand and returned to South Carolina with a better knowledge of
Yoruba culture and a stronger desire to see it flourish among
American Blacks.

The year 1973 was important because the villagers

were able to purchase nearly ten acres of land upon which Oyotunji
was built.

Kabiyese had begun to resurrect Yoruba culture as early

as I960 and began initiating people into the different cults as early
as 1970.

However, he and the other villagers did not have the same

sense of pride in their activities as they achieved after they
purchased their own land and built the first Yoruba African Village

28Ibid., April, 1975*
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in America.

Then, with the arrival of new residents and the

establishment of an educational system, a tax system, an adequate
refuse disposal system and a source of income, the culture and way
of life which typifies Oyotunji today began to take shape.
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THE FOUNDATION OF YORUBA CULTURE AT OYOTUNJI

After the villagers were settled securely in Oyotunji, they
continued the process of resurrecting Yoruba culture which Kabiyese
had begun years before with renewed energy by gathering all the
material they could find on African culture in general and Yoruba
culture in particular.

From their research, they began to clearly

define the principles upon which Oyotunji's religious, philosophical,
governmental and family systems would be based.

In keeping with

their goals, they attempted to develop their culture as near as
possible‘to the Yoruba people of West Africa.
The ancient Yoruba kingdom, like the other major West African
kingdoms, was never organized into a single political unit in the
modern Western sense.

With the exception of the Yorubalands proper,

the provinces maintained a semi-independent existence while
acknowledging the overlordship of <J)y<j>. Most of the provinces modeled
their governments after that of the Yoruba proper.

There were

different grades of kings in Yoruba country, and they included
various important chiefs, local clan leaders and heads of large and
important households who owed allegiance to the A19fin of pyy.
Regardless of the titles they held, each was considered a lord over
his respective domain.

The Al&fin is the supreme head of all kings

and princes of the Yoruba nation, as he is the direct lineal
descendant and successor of the reputed founder of the nation"*" and

1

Johnson, Samuel, Dr. A. Johnson, ed., The History of the
Yoruba, From the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the British
Protectorate (London, 1966}J p. 41.
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the other rulers pay homage to him yearly.

According to Johnson:

The government of Yoruba proper is an absolute
monarchy; the King is more dreaded than .even the
gods. The office is hereditary in the same
family, but not necessarily from father to son.
The King is usually elected by a body of noblemen
known as .Oyo Mesi, the seven principal councillors
of State/* The Oys Mesi is comprised of the
first order of noblemen of the country. It is
headed by the Basorun, who through his role as
Prime Minister and Chancellor of the Kingdom,
has considerable power. Their function as the
Council of State is legislative, judicial and
executive. The second rank of noblemen are the
SgQs or guardians of the kingdom. The title is
military and is awarded to soldiers for their
exploits. The most important of the Esos is the
Kakanfo.3
The King and the provincial rulers were feared for the immense
power they held, which appears to be more theoretical than real.

The

awe and respect the King received was due primarily to his having
been considered a divine being, and the provincial rulers thru their
ritual link with this personage.

Fadipe describes this divinity in

the following terms:
His person certainly was and still is regarded
as sacred, but a large part of his sacred
character must be due to the fact that the
Orisa (both high and low) were in their origin
human beings who distinguished themselves in
one way or another and who, after their death,
became the object of worship, in some cases,
by all the Yoruba people.4On the provincial level, the real power rested with and was exercised

2Ibid., p. 40.
3Ibid., pp. 70-75.
^Fadipe, N. A., Okediji, Francis Olu and Okediji, Olad^jp 0.,
ed., The Sociology of the Yoruba (Ibadan, 1970), pp. 205-206.
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by the chiefs and the Councils of Elders rather than the King.
The King might be at the head of the Council or he might be in
the

background if the Ogboni Secret Society was strong, as in the

case of the Tfeba peoples where it constituted the Council and executed
the

functions

of the state.

According to

Fadipe, "the executiveof

the

societies

transacted all

the business

of the state,
5

submitting to them all the business to be transacted." Saburi

0.

Biobaku suggests that among the Yoruba the King of Oyowas more of
a "symbol of authority than the instrument of its exercise."
One of the most extreme controls placed on the King is cited by
A. Dalzel:
The EJyeos (Oyo) are governed by a king, no less
absolute than the King of Dahomey, yet subject
to a regulation of state, at once humiliating
and extraordinary. When the people conceive
an opinion of his ill government, which is
sometimes insidiously infused into them by the
artifice of his discontented ministers, they send
a deuptation to him with a present of parrot's
eggs as a mark of its authenticity, to represent
to him that the burden of government must have
fatigued him, that they consider it full time
for him to repose from his cares, and indulge
himself with a little sleep. He thanks his
subjects for their attention to his ease; retires
to his apartment, as if to sleep; and there gives
directions to his women to strangle him. This is
immediately executed; and his son quietly ascends
the throne, upon the usual terms, of holding the
reins of government no longer than whilst he
merits the approbation of the people.'

5Ibid.. p. 205.
^Biobaku, Saburi 0., The Egba and Their Neighbours, 1842-1872
(London, 1957)» p* 5»
^Dalzel, A., History of Dahomey (London, 1793)» pp» 12-13.
Johnson, op. cit., p. 70*

the King
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The government of Oyotunji, on the other hand, according to
g
Kabiyese, is one of "monarchical socialism."
Under this system
all of the main resources such as water, minerals and land belong
to the state.

The state is represented by a King who must be the

Chief Priest of the Village and the Ogboni Society.

The Ogboni

Society at Oyotunji is comprised of all the Chiefs with the King at
its head.

As the Council of State, it administers the religious,

health, legislative, judicial, administrative, executive and police
functions.

The King has the final word on all decisions, and his

word is law.
The villagers were opposed to establishing a democracy because
they have observed too many inequities in that system.

Philosophically,

they try to relate their governmental system to the workings of the
heavenly bodies.

To them the authority of the sun is undisputed and

eternal and represents stability in their subconscious mind.

Inasmuch

as life on earth is a reflection of life in the heavens, they believe
their governmental system, which is represented by the King and the
Ogboni Society, should resemble it as much as possible.
At Oyotunji, the King is invested with broad powers, among which
is the authority to appoint all chiefs on the basis of need and
aptitude.

He also has the authority to remove them from office,
9

because the "idea is that they must serve his administration."

g
Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, November, 1974*

^Ibid., November, 1974*
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If the King is not satisfied with the relationship he has with a
chief or if the latter is inefficient, he can dismiss him and create
a new one.

One of the requirements for becoming a chief is that the

person must be a priest if he is to be in the higher echelons of
chiefdom which would include the district and town chiefs.

The

person would also have to have a good command of the Yoruba language
because he would have to be able to understand the dialogue carried
on in the various sessions of the Ogboni Society.
used would be known only by a priest.
priest, he could not become a chief.

Some of the terms

Therefore, if he is not a
The most he could hope to

become is a junior chief or somethingapproximating the
. .

captain.

English

10

There are two levels of chiefs at Oyotunji, the Town Chief and
the District Chief.

A district chief is one who governs one of the

districts into which the Village has been divided.

The town chief

is more important because he serves some function in the town which
affects the entire Village, whereas the district chief's authority
is confined to the particular district he represents.

Chief Elemosha

is a town and a district chief, and Afolabi was also before he left
the Village.

In her position as the Ajetunka, or tax collector,

Elemosha's wife is a town chief.

The King's head wife, the Iyalode,"*"^

^Chief Elemosha, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, November, 1974*
^ T h e Iyalode was a title bestowed upon the most distinguished
and influential market woman in a town. Fadipe, op. cit., p. 253»
states there was also an association in some towns formed for
political purposes called the Egbe Iyalode. Iyalode was the title
given its president.

%
is also a town and district chief.

She holds a position of greater

authority over the other chiefs because she is the King's head wife
and as such is a member of the royal family.

If, for example, a

delegation is sent on a mission and Chief KLemosha and the Iyalode
are both in the group, he might be responsible for the entire
delegation as a male, but he will still have to give respect to the
Iyalode because she is the chief of all the women and also head wife
of the King.

The Iyalode and Elemosha are also head of the women's

and men's societies respectively.
The citizens have to defer to chiefs and junior chiefs as a
way of showing respect for reasons of rank or age.

All citizens

must dobale or prostrate themselves when approaching a chief or the
King and Ekunle or kneel before all priests and junior chiefs of the
Egbe or club of which they are members.

12

Since the Iyalode is the

King's head wife and a chief, the other chiefs must dobale to her.
In the Ake Konju, or men's society, and the Egbe binrin, or the
women's society, Elemosha and the Iyalode have appointed captains or
junior chiefs over groups of other men and women.

At Oyotunji they

are called Elegbe, and their duties are similar to those of a
president of a club who calls a group together and gives instructions
as they have been, presented to them.

For example, at Oyotunji, since

the Egungun Society, or the Ancestor Worship Society, has not been
fully developed at this point, it is a part of the men's society and

12
Ogboni Book kept at Oyotunji Village, (N.D.). Olafemi,
Majile, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South
Caroline, July, 1977-
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the Elegbe^ for it holds the title of Alagba.

As the Alagba, he

administers punishment for crimes committed in the Village.

The

general populace does not dobale to them, but the members within their
society do.
There have been two instances where chiefs have been demoted.
One male and one female member of the Village were demoted.

The male

was Chief Afolabi, who was a town chief, as well as a district chief.
In his position as town chief, he functioned as the Chief of Protocol
and handled visitors and arranged Village tours.

He was demoted

because he developed resentment toward the Iyalode, and he also
objected to the enactment of a new set of laws in late 1974 and early
1975 which extended greater rights to women.

He protested their

enactment vocally, and having no success at changing them, he left
the Village and planned to travel to Brazil.

He did not reach

Brazil, however, and he and his wives began to visit the Village to
attend different ceremonies so often that they were finally invited
to return.^

When he returned his position as a chief had been

forfeited, as well as his position as a family head.

He had to defer

to the other families that took precedence over his.
The woman who was demoted was Chief Priestess of the Olokun
Cult.

She left the Village during the summer months and did not

return until the fall.

That was an automatic demotion because such

13

The duty and influence of the Elegbe in Yorubaland was much
broader than at Oyotunji, mainly because they affected a much larger
population.

■'"^Adefunmi, loc. cit., November, 1974*
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a person can only be away from the Village for thirty-two hours.
If one is away longer, he loses his position unless given permission.
It is possible for chiefs who are demoted to attain that position
again through hard work and dedication and the necessity for new
chiefs in the Village.

Although there are no guarantees that they

will become chiefs again, their chances are good because they are
already priests who understand the workings of the government and its
direction.

However, if their reappointment did not take place

before another chief who might not be as knowledgeable, they would
still have to defer to that chief.
returned to the Village.

Both of the demoted individuals

The woman remains, but Afolabi has since

left the Village again.
When one considers the responsibilities of the chiefs at
Oyotunji in the administration of justice, one can easily understand
the significance Kabiyese places upon appointing and maintaining
efficient chiefs who are knowledgeable of their customs.

The system

of justice among the Yoruba and at Oyotunji in its most simple form
involves a person who mediates between two individuals who have had
a dispute in the interest of keeping peace within the Village.

If

the disputants are children or much younger than the person who
intervenes, the chances are great that the matter will be settled very
quickly and easily.

In the event the dispute cannot be settled

through the intervention of an interested party, it has to be settled
by the Bale of the compound or chief of the district in which it
occurred.
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A Bale in Yorubaland, and Oyotunji as well, is a person who
heads a compound.

He has great power within his compound and has

the authority to make judgments on all situations in hxs compound.

15

At Oyotunji he has unquestionable authority to establish laws in his
compound, and the residents and other villagers are bound to abide
by them, providing they do not conflict with existing Village laws.
The Bale also reserves the right to subject persons within his
compound to penalties if those laws are broken.

x6

If a problem is

inter-compound, it must be submitted to a chief's court.
In the chief's court each individual is given the opportunity
to give testimony.

In this court, the chief acts as a judge and

lawyer at the same time because he is the only one who questions the
persons involved.

After hearing the testimony, he makes a decision.

If that decision is not accepted, the individual can appeal the
decision to a group Chief's Court, which would be the Ogboni.

A

similar procedure is followed as in the chief's court, after which a
decision is reached.

If this decision is not accepted, the individual

can appeal his case to the King.

The King hears all the testimony of

the previous courts and gives each person the opportunity to bring in
additional evidence to support his claim.

The King then makes a

decision which is final.
The guilty party must pay the court cost for each court he goes
before.

For any chief to hear a case, both parties must pay a

15

"Tadxpe, op. ext., pp. 105-107*

■^Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
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dollar.

If the case does not involve a property settlement, the

guilty party has to pay the other person one dollar.

If a property

settlement is involved, the guilty party must compensate the injured
party with something of equal value.

17

The King clarified his

position on court cases involving the destruction of private property
when he announced:

"Each man must cage his own lions.

I therefore

command that if any man's animals destroy the property or goods of
another, the owner is liable for damages sued for by his victim."

18

Just as the villagers found it necessary to establish a system
of justice at Oyotunji in accordance with Yoruba tradition which would
meet their own need, they set about the task of developing their
religious system with the same goal in mind.
The driving force in the life of the ancient Yoruba was their
religion, which was intertwined with their daily activities.

Idowu

tells us that, "Religion forms the foundation and the all-governing
principle of life for them.

As far as they are concerned, the full

responsibility of all the affairs of life belongs to the Deity; their
own part in the matter is to do as they are ordered through the
priests and diviners whom they believe to be the interpreters of the
19

will of the Deity." 7

The Deity controls their lives from birth to

death and even into the after life.
The religious system of the ancient Yoruba and the Yoruba of

17

'ELemosha, loc. cit., November, 1974*

18
Ogboni Book, op. cit., October and November, 1972.
^Idowu, E. Bolaji, Olodumare God in Yoruba Belief (Oylesbury,
1975), p. 5.
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Oyotunji is a complex one with an elaborate hierarchy of Deities.
They both believe in a Supreme Being that is omnipotent, all-knowing
and The Creator.

They call him Olorun or Olodiunark, i.e. "Owner of

20
the Sky," and "Author of Day and Night."
Johnson states they also

"acknowledge Him, Maker of Heaven and Earth, but too exalted to
concern Himself directly with men and their affairs, hence they admit
the existence of many gods as intermediaries, and these they term
21
Orisas," or Orishas.

The Oyotunji Yoruba also subscribe to the belief that Olodiimare
is all powerful.

They recognize in him such attributes as the

Creator, King, Omnipotent, All-Wise, All-Knowing, Judge, Immortal,
Invisible and Holy.

Like the Yoruba they do not worship him directly

because he is distant and not associated with any worldly objects or
symbolized by any of the elements of the environment, near or remote.

22

He is inaccessible to them; therefore, he must be worshipped and
propitiated through the other Deities.

There are no temples to him,

priests, symbols or images, though in troubled times as a last
resort they might invoke his help, as in the case of Kabiyese's arrest
for harboring fugitives.

There are a few salutations to him one might

hear at Oyotunji such as Oyin Olorun, "Have you risen well," "Thanks
to Olorun," and "May Olorun protect you."

In the ceremonies the writer

has observed the only mention of the Supreme Being is the

2QIbid.t p. 39.
21Johnson, op. cit., p. 26.
22

Idowu, op. cit., pp. 39-47*
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salutation, "Olodumare, we salute you."
The Orishas have been variously numbered at "400 or 401, 600
or 601, and one thousand and seven hundred divinities (Orisa)."

23

The majority of the Deities of the ancient Yoruba were of a local
importance only, and their worship was confined to certain
communities.

Most have their own priests, temples and worshippers.

They are identified with local heroes, the natural elements such as
rocks, hills, rivers and deified ancestors.

Johnson states, "They

also believe in a future state, hence, the worship of the dead ...
the doctrine of metempsychosis, or transmigration of souls, hence,
they affirm that after a period of time, deceased parents are born
again into the family of their surviving children."

Oh

Except for

Qlorun, the Deities are believed to have lived on earth, but instead
of dying they became gods.
A few of the deities are of national importance and are
worshipped universally.

According to Fadipe, there are at least four

Orisa who are worshipped throughout Yorubaland, "Ifa or the oracle
of palm nuts; E$u, generally considered as inseparable companion of
Ifa and represented by blocks of ironstone; Obatala, known as
Oduduwa in Ife, Ijesa and Ekiti communities; Ogun, the Orisa of iron
and of things made of iron, and hence of war; and Sonpona, associated

^Bascorn, William, The Yoruba of Southwestern Nigeria (Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 19^9j, p. 77- Mbit!, John S.. African
Religions and Philosophy (London, 1975)» P» 76.
ni
Johnson, op. cit., p. 26.
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with the smallpox."

25

' x
The residents of Oyotunji worship Obatala, ELegba, or Esu, or
Eshu, Ogun, Ochosi, Shango, Oshun, Yemoja, Olokun, Erinle, Egungun,
Ebeji, Osun and Orunmila,

Each of these Deities has a special

province in their life over which they rule, and each represents a
different human type because at Oyotunji it is believed that human
beings have more than one soul.

It is believed that each individual

has nine souls which rule over different spiritual categories.

In

their system each person will have his own personal charm which is
worn around his or her neck.

This is not very powerful, but the

villagers look upon it as a divine force.

The worship of ancestors

is also an important feature of the religious system at Oyotunji.
They currently have priests and temples devoted to the worship of
Obatala, who is the patron god of the village, Oshun, Ogun, Shango,
Orunmila or Ifa, Olokun, and they have had priests devoted to Yemoja
and Es&.

They also have a temple

Thus, the Yoruba at
a host of Deities.

devoted to Damballa Hwedo.

Oyotunji,as didthe ancient Yoruba, worship

After Olodumare, (Olorun) Orisanla is considered

the Supreme Deity at Oyotunji.

He is considered to be Olodumare*s

(Olorun) earthly representative in creation and executive functions.
According to Johnson, creative power was given to him, and he was
supposed to have created and shaped man from a lump of clay.

His

temples and images are white, andhis devotees dress in white and

^Fadipe, op. cit., p. 261.
Obatala is also referred to as
Orishala, Orishanla and Orisanla. The name used most frequently
at Oyotunji are Orisanla and Obatala.
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wear white beads around their necks.

Cripples, such as hunchbacks

and the lame, albinos, and dwarfs are sacred to him, and they are
marked as his worshippers.
to the God).

They are called "Eni Orisa" (belonging

Before.anyone can be crowned King at Oyotunji they

must become a priest to that Orisha.

The Oba (King) or his

representative must be present at the weekly worship at the temple
of the chief priest of Orisanla.

The Oba (King) must wear white

attire and follow the commands of the chief priest because he is
responsible for contacting and satisfying the Orisha during the
ceremony.2^

Orishala is the patron Orisha of Oyotunji and, as such,

the entire population must attend its worship and must accompany the
Oba (King) to and from its temple and the palace.

To insure that all

the villagers adhere to the latter, which has become a ritual walk with
the Oba (King) to the worship of Orishanla, he pronounced:
A precious bird should not walk about unguarded.
It is for this reason that the protocols of
Oyotunji require that when the Oba goes to
worship Obatala, all of the villagers except the
priests of Obatala must accompany the crown from
the palace to the God and back to the palace.2“
Another Orisha of importance is ^Ssh who is sometimes described
as a trickster and messenger of the Orisha,

Fadipe claims he is

ubiquitous and universally worshipped and the head of every compound
must have an festi outside his compound, and any who fail to do so must
answer to Esti.2^

He is also recognized by some as a generalization of

Johnson, op. cit., p. 27. Ogboni Book, op. cit., January, 1973*
2^Ibid., January, 1973*
OA

Ibid., October and November, 1972.

^Fadipe, op. cit., pp. 285-287*
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the term Orisha and could be applicable to any. As the divine
messenger, he has to deliver the questions of a priest to the Orisha
and the answer a priest receives after divining.

Regardless of what

Orisha they worship, whether it is Shango, Oya or Ogun, everyone
makes offerings to Esti so that he will not trouble them.

He is the

divine enforcer, punishing those who fail to make sacrifices
prescribed by the priest.

When any Orisha wants to do good for

those on earth, they send for him.

He is capable of delivering

good or evil, and when not satisfied, he causes calamities of all
sorts to Orishas and humans alike.
Another Orisha worshipped with priest and temples at Oyotunji
is Shango.

Shango is reputed to have been an early King of Oyo.

He is the god of thunder and lightning. An example of the
initiation ritual one had to undergo to become a worshipper of an
Orisha is presented in the following terms by Johnson, who describes
the process by which the ancient Yorubas were initiated into Shango
worship:
The priests demand a ram, a water bird called
Osin, a tortoise, a snail, an armadillo, a
large rat called Okete, a toad, a tadpole, the
Otutu and Qpon beads, the red tail of a parrot,
a guinea fowl, shea butter, salt, palm oil, the
flesh of an elephant, venison, the tete (greens)
the leaves of the evergreens called Efciponola,
Odudun, and iperegun tree; a small knife called
"Abe-esu" (the devil's razor), a white country
cloth of ten breadths, a mat called fafa (mats
made of the pith of bamboo palm branches),
together with seven heads of cowries (14,000
cowry shells) as carriage fee.
The leaves are bruised in a bowl of water, and
with the infusion the candidate is to purify
himself. He is then seated on a mortar and
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shaved. The birds and tortoise are killed and
their hearts taken out, and these, with slices
of the flesh of all the animals abovementioned, are pounded together with the
evergreens, and a ball is made of the compound.
The candidate now submits to incisions on his
shaven head, and the ball of pounded articles
is rubbed into the wounds. The neophyte now
becomes a recognized devotee of Shango.5°
Another Deity worshipped at Oyotunji is Ogun.

Ogun is the god

of iron and war and is a patron of all who use it, such as the hunter
and

thesoldier.

in m o d e m

He is also patron of blacksmiths, woodcarvers, and

times, automobiles and airplanes.

At Oyotunji he hasbeen

mentioned as patron of the highways because they are used by
automobiles.
in it.

The ground is sacred to him because iron ore is found

"The representing image is the silk cotton tree specially

planted, beneath which is placed a piece of granite on which palm oil
is poured and the blood of slain animals."
him are
Ogun
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The usual sacrifices to

male dogs, cocks, snails, palm

wine and boiled corn

andbeans.

is special because the people and

other Deities depend

uponhim.

He clears the way for them with his machete to get to their house,
farm or to make war with tools made by the blacksmith.
The other major Orisha worshipped at Oyotunji is Ifa, the God
of Divination.

Ifa is also known as Orunmila and occupies a unique

and important position in the religious heirarchy because no serious
decisions are made without consulting him.

The basis of the system

is a series of two hundred fifty six figures known as Odu; the first

30

J Johnson, op. cit., pp. 34-35•
^Ibid., p. 28.
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sixteen are the principle Odus, and the remaining two hundred forty
are junior Odu.

Each of the Odu. contain a large quantity of

information in prose and poetry form called Ese.

A priest of Ifa

is called a Babalawo.
For the consultation of Ifa the Babalawo employs a whitened
board about two and one-half feet long and about nine inches wide,
sixteen palm nuts known as Ikin, or a casting chain of eight seeds
I

I

|

1

f

or shells known as Opel£, or Ibo, which consists of cowry-shells and
bone.

The diviner casts either of the latter and marks their position

on the board.

The way in which they fall will relate to an Odd and

the diviner will recite the Ese
I I related to the Odd at random,' and the
client will choose the one that best defines his problem and
interprets it.

Each verse contains instructions for solving a

problem, but the most common is a suggestion that the client make
some suitable sacrifice.
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The priest of Ifa does not come from any

particular group or family, but those who embark upon a career as a
Babalawo must possess great retentive powers and must resign
themselves to a long and rigorous training.
Three systems of divination are used by the priests at Oyotunji.
Among them are:

1) Obi, which consists of either four pieces of kola

nut, four pieces of coconut meat or four pieces of coconut shell;
2) Merin Dinlogun, which is composed of sixteen cowry shells; and,

-^Fadipe, op. cit., pp. 270-279* See Bascom, William, Ifa
Divination. Communication Between Gods and Men in West Africa
(Bloomington, 1969)* Gleason, Judith, with Oworinde, Owotunde and
Ogundipe, John Olariyi, A Recitation of Ifa, Oracle of the Yoruba
(New York, 1973)-
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3) Ifa, which is used only by Kabiyese, as he is the only Babalawo
at Oyotunji.
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Each system at Oyotunji is based essentially on the

concept that everything has an energy or some force emanating from
it.

The villagers use the term electromagnetic energy to describe

this force which emanates from all objects or humans.

This energy

is attracted by the priest when he either taps his chain against the
head of the client, or by having the person rub his fee in the palm of
his hand and then blow his breath on it while explaining to the money
his problem or the question he needs answered.

The client then

passes the money to the priest who rubs it and breathes upon it.
The priest then calls upon the Orisha, the ancestors of the priest
of the temple from which he is descended, and his ancestors.

If the

priest is a Babalawo he uses the same procedure while invoking the
aid of Orunmila.

The priest is then prepared to make his throw. ^

There are three other Orishas worshipped at Oyotunji with
priests and temples devoted to them, but they are of lesser
significance than the above-mentioned.
cults:

They are all related to river

Oshun, the Goddess of the Oshun River; Olokun, the Sea God;

and, Yemoja, the Goddess of "brooks and streams" and "the mother of
fish."

The other Deities worshipped at Oyotunji who do not have

priests or temples are Erinle, also a river Deity; Ebeji, the Deity
of twins; Oshosi, the Deity of hunters; and Egungun.

The Egungun

represents the ancestor worship society at Oyotunji.

It also serves

•^Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
QI

Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, July, 1977*
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a police function in that it is said that the Egungun returns from the
dead occasionally to take away troublesome people and to see how things
in the human world are getting along.

35

One of the duties of the Egungun Society at Oyotunji is to have
the Alagba attend and assist in all funerals along with a masquerader
to honor the deceased.

He has not been called upon to act in that

capacity, however, because no Yoruba has died or been buried on
Oyotunji soil.

If there is a burial at Oyotunji in the future, the

villagers will attempt to perform it as closely approximating the
manner of their Yoruba ancestors as possible.
In keeping with Yoruba customs, the deceased will be buried in
his own compound, possibly in his own house.

The grave will be covered

with an ancestor shed, and that area will become sacred.

The funeral

ceremony will be marked by a considerable amount of eating, drinking
and dancing along with a certain amount of mourning, mainly by the
wife or females of the Village.

There will also be people hired to

weep and wail so as to make the funeral seem very important to the
spirits in the after world who will receive the new spirit.
Funerals are very important to the Yoruba because they usher in a
new stage of life.

It is important that the African receives a proper

burial so that his spirit can enter the world of the living-dead and
be at peace.

The Africans believe the spirit of their ancestors

continues to influence their lives after death.

35

Therefore, it is

Ojo, G. J. Afolabi, Yoruba Culture, a Geographical Analysis
(London, 1966), pp. 175-177-
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necessary to keep the spirit at peace by worshipping it because it
n/
can cause bad fortune to fall upon a person as well as good.
The Yoruba at Oyotunji believe that many of the problems Black
Americans have been confronted with over the years are a result of
their failure to worship their ancestors and the improper burial
they received.
ways.

They are attempting to correct that situation in two

One is by informing each person who comes to Oyotunji for a

reading that they must worship their ancestors.

The people are told

that "a lot of your trouble stems from the fact that your ancestors
are in limbo.

They have not been allowed to enter the Christian

heaven because that is for White people.

For that reason they remain

outside of the spirit world and are not at peace.

Their unhappiness

makes them cause all types of problems to you and your family and
37
generally wreaks vengeance upon the Black race.”
In order to worship their ancestors they are told to write down
the names of all the deceased people in their families on a card or
piece of paper and place it on an altar.

Along with those items they

should place some cigars, some candles for light, and from four to
nine glasses of water so that their spirits can have the power of
water which represents a river that all dead spirits must cross over.
The person must then kneel before the altar and call out the names of
each person three times.

This should be done once every two weeks for

^ Johnson, op. cit., pp. 137-140* Bascom, pp. 66-69* Idowu,
pp. 194-199* Parrinder, E. G., African Traditional Religion (London,
1975), pp. 93-99*
■^Adefunmi, loc. cit., July, 1977*

the rest of the worshipper's life.
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The second way they attempt to correct the problem is through
the Damballa Hwedo Temple.

Every adult in Oyotunji has a pot in the

Damballa Hwedo Temple to represent all the spirits of their families
and of their related family who died during slavery or who otherwise
have not received an African burial.

Sacrifices of pigeons, guineas,

chickens and other things are made to all of the pots.
sacrificed three young bulls to them.

Afolabi once

The sacrifices are made once

a month while the worshippers sing and chant.

Sometimes a feast

accompanies the ceremony, and Kabiyese usually makes a speech on the
necessity of ancestor worship.

In the speech he recounts the history

and contributions of Black Americans and advises them to continue in
their efforts to re-establish African culture so that their ancestors
39

will have a place to come to in America and feel welcome, 7
While the devotion to the Damballa Hwedo Temple at Oyotunji
serves a primarily spiritual or religious function, and the Egungun
Society a political one, there are societies there which in theory
serve both.

One example of such a society is the Egbe Molosha, or

Priest Society, which has its own special meetings and dues.

The

Oba (King) considers it the brain trust of Oyotunji and, thus,
submits to it questions or issues affecting Oyotunji for discussion.
Their opinions are submitted to the Ogboni Society meetings and are
enacted into law if they have the approval of the Oba (King),

Also
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included among the groups having similar, though not as effective
powers, are:

1) Egbe binrin, or women's society, which has an

auxiliary called the Egeledet; 2) the Court of Ayaba, or the
society of King's wives.

The role of this organization is to train

the King's wives in their duties and obligations, as well as how
they should relate to him in various situations; and, 3) the Ake
Konju, or men's society.
The activities of the aforementioned societies are conducted by
an official of the respective groups.

The same principle applies

in their worship ceremonies.
Although individuals can and do worship their Orisha by
themselves, ceremonies are conducted by a priest.
mediator between the people and the Orisha.
communicate with both of them.
behalf of one to the other.

A priest is a

The priest can

He knows both of them and speaks on

It can be said that a priest is an

official servant of a god, and his work is normally performed at a
temple.
At Oyotunji the temples are small, and if one compared them to
houses of worship of other faiths such as Christianity or Islam, they
would appear rather small.

They are small mainly because only the

priest need enter them, and worship is carried on outside.

They are

brightly colored with figures representing the Orisha of the temple.
Inside of the temples various charms and pots for the gods will be
found.
Among the traditional Yoruba and at Oyotunji the priesthood is
open to men and women, and they both can hold office.

Some women are

Ill

chief priestesses of their respective Orisha.

The chief priest of

an Orisha is usually the priest of that Orisha for the whole village.
They have to set the days for worship of that Orisha, and they must
consult with its Oracle or Ifa as to the day for the annual festival
of that Orisha.^

At Oyotunji the tenure of a chief priest is for

life and is hereditary in the same family.^- The choice of a
successor for a chief priest is made by the latter, or by a majority
of the family, or by the family Oracle.

In the event of a dispute

the position will be filled by someone selected by a group chiefs
court or by the Oba (King).

In the projection of candidates for the

position of chief priest, the Oba (King) cannot deprive a family of
the right to put forth a candidate.

He can, however, dismiss a chief
1p

priest from office if there is a justifiable reason.
Yoruba priests are highly trained and are often called at an
early age, though most at Oyotunji are adults when they begin their
training because they are first generation Yoruba.

The training is

arduous and in some cases lasts as long as sixteen months.

In the

case of an Ifa priest, the training period is much longer.

During

their initiation period they go through a very strict training which
requires them to observe chastity, strict taboos toward certain foods,
and submit to the complete control of their actions.
A person does not have to be a resident of Oyotunji to be

^Fadipe, op. cit., pp. 284-285•
^"Ogboni Book, op. cit., January, 1973*
^ I b i d . , January, 1973*
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initiated into the priesthood, but he does have to spend a threemonth period in the Village where he is confined to the temple.
If a person has a job he is allowed to go to work each day but
must enter the temple again after his return.

The main reason

outsiders are allowed to become priests is that they might receive
a reading in the Village which suggests the only way they can find
peace and success in life is through the worship of a particular god
or goddess.
At Oyotunji the Deity of which a person will become a worshipper
or priest is determined through divination.

A reading is made of each

person who lives in the Village on his ninth day of residence.
This is done on the ninth day after the birth of a male child and the
seventh day for a female child.

The reading.is made to determine the

destiny of the individual, and the Odd indicates whether the person
to

should become a priest and at what age he should begin his training.
The fee for initiation into the priesthood is seven hundred dollars.
Five hundred dollars of this is paid three months before the actual
initiation.

The individual must also supply the animals and other

objects used in the rituals.

He starts his training three months

before the actual initiation, and during that time he is considered
engaged to the Orisha.

After the three-month period the individual

is initiated and then becomes a bride of the Orisha.

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., July, 1977*

The initiate
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is then called Iyawo,^ which means you are married to the Orisha.
During the initiation the person must spend three months
confined to the temple.

Under the direction of the chief priest, or

a priest designated by him, he must sleep on a mat and learn to
endure hardships.
Orisha.

During this period he is considered married to the

He learns the language, rituals, dances, laws and the taboos

of the Orisha.

He also gains some knowledge of medicines, the

political structure of the Village and its history because the
priests, if they become chiefs, constitute the Ogboni Society which —
acts as a legislative, as well as a judicial and executive body at
Oyotunji.

During this time, if the person is not out on a job, they

must always be in the company of a priest.
During the three-month period while the person is in the temple
his head is shaved and many incisions are made, especially in the
occiput section.

A ball of organic matter of herbs and other

ingredients are rubbed into the scalp so that it can go into the cuts.
When the cuts heal the person will have some of the organic matter
in them, and that gives them their Ashe.

It provides the person with

a spiritual element to draw from when they are making readings.
is like a sixth sense.

It

It is a bit of the Orisha that has been added

to one's existing organism so that his spiritual awareness can be
intensified.

^Tyawo is used in this sense to mean married to the Orisha,
but it is probably most commonly used in kinship terminology among
the traditional Yoruba to specify the order in which a man married
his wives. An Iyawo was considered a junior wife, while the lyale,
the woman he has been married to the longest, is considered his
senior wife.
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After the three-month confinement the Iyawo leaves the temple.
If he is not a resident of Oyotunji he can leave the Village with the
gods he has received.

The Iyawo returns to the Village after a year

and brings his gods back for the chief priest to reopen and make
another sacrifice of a goat and some birds.

Once that is done

the Iyawo becomes Aworo, which means a working priest, who can make
sacrifices and minister to the needs of others.

45

Another aspect of the traditional Yoruba religious system, as
well as Oyotunji, is the belief in an individual's possession of
multiple souls.

Among the traditional Yoruba they are mainly two.

The most important is the Ori, which is associated with the head,
destiny and reincarnation.

The second is Bni, which is associated

with the breath and represents what might be called the vital force
j

which allows a person to function.

L

At Oyotunji the villagers

believe that a human being is possessed of nine souls or levels of
consciousness by which he functions, and at each level there is some
object that represents the particular soul.
The nine souls ares

1) the Universal Soul which unites the human

being with the entire universe and makes him part of everything.
is from this soul that a person receives his spark of life.

It

It

does not die with the death of the human body; 2) the Human Soul
unites a person with all humanity.

In Christianity and Islam it is

this force which makes them claim all men as brothers.

This soul

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., July, 1977»
^Idowu, op. cit., pp. l69~173i Johnson, op. cit., p. 27.
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also makes a person prefer the company of other humans instead of
animals, trees, rocks or other non-humans; 3) "the Racial Soul
governs the particular race a person is born into.

This soul gives

different races the certain talents they are noted for; 4) the Sexual
Soul is the gender one is born to.

The sexual soul provides us with

the ideal male and female types that all people try to emulate.

In

so doing their attempt to emulate the ideal becomes a spiritual
level of consciousness; 5) your Orisha or Astral Soul is given to you
by your particular Orisha.

It is this soul which provides a person

with his particular talent, such as a tailor, warrior or artist.
One should have some type of image to worship this soul; 6) the
National Soul makes you a part of a particular heritage.

This soul

is represented by the type of clothes you wear, the food you eat,
etc.; 7) your Ancestral Soul represents the family that you descended
from.
family.

This soul gives you the hereditary characteristics of your
A person maintains the hereditary chain by worshipping his

ancestors; 8) the Historical Soul represents the time period in which
a person is born; and, 9) the Individual Soul represents one's
personal destiny.
life.

That which the person is to be or accomplish in

This soul is the only part of a person's consciousness or
I ri

being that approximates individuality.
As early as 1956 Kabiyese realized that although religion played
a very important part in the life of the African, it was not the sum

LI
‘Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 1975.
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of their culture.

He therefore became a Cultural Nationalist, with

the goal of resurrecting not only African religion, but also the
governmental system, family relationships and philosophy, or what
Chief Afolabi calls the "African Psychology."

During the early part

of 1973, after permanently settling at Oyotunji, he and the other
residents, after completing considerable research, began to formalize
the principles and elements upon which their society would be based.
By the end of the year they had virtually completed their task.

The

major exception was the family system which would undergo some serious
changes in late 1974 and 1975 as a result of a conference held by
the JSgbe Molosha society on male and female roles at Oyotunji.
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THE FAMILY AT OYOTUNJI
After the villagers completed the formation of their philosophical,
religious, educational and governmental systems, they turned their
attention to finalizing the principles upon which their family system
would be based.

The result of their efforts was the development of

a system which is characterized by the inclusion of Dahomean as well
as Yoruba customs.
The composition of the African family is often misunderstood by
people who want to become involved in Yoruba culture in America.

The

main reason for the confusion is the difference in the size of an
African family and a European family,

included in its extended form,

which can be found throughout Africa, are the parents, grandparents,
uncles, aunts, brothers and sisters who have their own children, other
immediate relatives and sometimes non-related peoples.
At Oyotunji, as well as in traditional Yoruba society, one’s
ancestors are considered a part of the family.

They are kept alive

through the memory and attention given by the remaining members of
the family.

It is believed that the ancestors remain interested in

the affairs of the family and have considerable influence on their
daily lives. Worship of the ancestors through offerings of food and
libations assures the living of their continued blessings, and in a
mystical sense helps to bind the entire family together.
The smallest family unit in Yorubaland is the household.

This

unit could be called a sub-family and consists of a husband and his
wives in a polygynous family, their children, and possibly the grand-
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parents of the head of the household.'*' It is this unit which most closely
approximates the European family.
Presently at Oyotunji, because of their relatively small numbers,
the family system is based on the household unit of the traditional
Yoruba.

It includes the husband and his wife or wives and children.

In some cases there are adopted children and Iwofa residing within
the compound.

According to Fadipe, an Iwofa is a person who works

for someone to pay off the interest of a loan made to him or to his
relative.

In many cases the Iwofa was a young person, and if he did

not receive the loan himself he would probably be a relative or close
friend.

The most common reasons a person becomes an Iwofa are

indebtedness due to payment of bride prices and funeral expenses.

2

As in the case of the Iwofa, the marriage practices at
Oyotunji are based upon Yoruba customs, and to a limited degree,
those of Dahomean society.

The residents recognize two forms of

marriage at Oyotunji that are patrilocal and a line of descent that
will be patrilineal in time.

The two forms of marriage recognized at

Oyotunji are derived from traditional Dahomean society called Akwenj£s£,
"money-with woman” and Xadudti, "friend-custody.”^ The main difference
between the two is that under the Akwenusi marriage the man has to
make payments to the woman's father which in turn gives him control

^Fadipe, N. A., Okediji, Francis Olu., Okediji, Qlad?j9 0.,
ed., The Sociology of the Yoruba (Ibadan, 1970), pp. 97-105.

2Ibid.. pp. 189-193*
3
Herskovits, Melville J., Dahomey, an Ancient West African
Kingdom (New York, 1933), P» 30T7
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of the children born of the union, whereas under the Xadudo the man
does not make any payments and cannot legally claim control over the
children born of that union.

Control of the children most likely

will rest with the mother or with her people.

Under Akwenusi the

marriage is more formal, and in some cases the man pays a large
amount of money and works for her father periodically to win her hand
before and after the marriage has been consummated.

This form of

marriage is more binding than the Xadud8 which is more of a marriage
of affection.

The fact that a man pays for a bride, however, does

not mean that he is purchasing her as a piece of property.
At Oyotunji Village most of the people are first generation
Yoruba, and their consanguinous families are not involved in Yoruba
culture.

In order to establish a line of descent that allowed the

continuation of the family line of males and females, they established
the women's and men's societies to represent all the families of the
women and men respectively.^" Theoretically, this allows for the
continuation of the female's family at Oyotunji which would not have
been possible under the patrilineal system of the traditional Yoruba.
At Oyotunji, as well as among the ancient Yoruba, a man had to
pay a certain amount of money for the hand of a woman.

He also had

to make other gifts to the woman's family, especially labor.

The

work usually began before the actual marriage and continued for a long
time after they were married.

The labor was not an everyday affair,

^"Ogboni Book kept at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South Carolina,
(N.D.).

1.20

but it was substantial.

The payments received sometimes helped a

not so wealthy family find their bootstraps.

At Oyotunji some of the

children of the union will remain in the family of the female through
divination, whether a bride price is paid or not, because in the
African concept of life it is important to preserve your family line
so that you can be reincarnated.

It does not seem as though the

African wanted to go to heaven as do Christians and remain there.
To them the world in ancient times must have been too beautiful and
wonderful because in West Africa you could tap a tree and get wine
and oil, and during certain times of the year food was easily
obtainable.
When the villagers1 sons become eligible for marriage at Oyotunji
they will be expected to bring their wives into the compound of their
father and live there and contribute his and his wife's labor to the
advancement of the husband's family.

The children of this union will

belong to the husband's family, especially if they contract an
Akwendsl marriage, because they will be second generation Yoruba and
divination might not be necessary at that time to determine the
family line.
family.

The woman will theoretically reproduce for the man's

The payment of the bride price, although it is significant,

is more of a token signifying the transfer of custody of the woman
from her father's family to that of her husband's.

She retains her

family name and does not participate in the sacrifices of her husband's

Johnson, Samuel, Johnson, Dr, 0., ed., The History of the
Yorubas, From the Earliest Times to the Beginning of ihe British
protect orate7 sixth ed., (London,"T966), pT 2&.
",rLI'''
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family.

After a marriage has produced children at Oyotunji, a reading is
made to determine which side of the family the children descended
from, and the children take the last name of the side from which they
descended.

It is said at Oyotunji that "women come and go, marriages

break up, are formed and reformed, but a family never breaks up."^
It is for that reason that a man must always have a reading before
he marries to determine whether the Orishas will bless the union and
whether or not it will be productive.

If the reading is unfavorable,

he is allowed to marry only after he has made suitable Ebo, or
sacrifices, to appease the Orishas.
After a bride price is paid, the woman's father is still
answerable for her conduct and must answer to her husband's family
if she does not live up to her duties as a wife.

If, however, the

woman is mistreated she can return to her own family and make
complaints.

If her family feels the complaints are justified, they

can hold the daughter at home until the husband has made an attempt
to correct the problem.

If the effort of the husband was not

satisfactory, the girl's family could sue for divorce.
be initiated by a woman and not by a man.

Divorce can

If divorce does occur

between an Akwenjjisx couple, the woman's father must return part of
the bride price.

Divorces did not occur often in ancient Yoruba

society, and Johnson states, "a woman divorced from her husband can

^Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 1975*
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never be married, or taken up legally by another man."
us some of the causes for divorce:

He also gives

"Adultery with the husband’s blood

relation, kleptomania, repeated insolvency, especially such as may
bring trouble to the house.

A woman may apply for a divorce for
7

extreme cruelty, which can be testified to, and ill-usage."
Under the system of polygny at Oyotunji a man is allowed to marry
as many wives as he can afford.

If a man does marry more than one

wife, there are certain obligations he has to meet.

The law at

Oyotunji states that when a man marries a woman he has to build her
a house to live in, a cook shed, an ancestor worship house, a toilet
g
and give her enough money to start some kind of business of her own.
Usually, the men purchase their wife a sewing machine or some cloth
or some other material which she can use to make something to be sold

in the Village market.
Oyotunji.

Marriage can thus be very expensive at

Most of the men have only one wife, and those who do have

more than one married them before 1974 when most of the research
concerning male and female relationships was completed.

9

The fact that the mother is expected to provide for the children
during their early lives is one of the main reasons why the husband
has to provide some means for his wife to earn money.

In the area of

n
'Johnson, op. cit., p. 116.
o

Ogboni Book, op. cit., January, 1975.

o
In late 1974 and early 1975 a conference was held at Oyotunji
for the purpose of discussing male and female relationships. The
result was that a number of laws were passed that redefined the male
prerogatives in marriage.
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child raising, the mother is responsible for the care of male children
until they are seven years old and a female child in many cases until
she is married. After a male child reaches seven years old the father
assumes responsibility for his clothes, discipline and training, whereas
the female child is cared for by the mother until she marries or enters
the Egbe binrin society. When she joins E&be binrin, the society
becomes responsible for her training and discipline.
in survival techniques.

The girl is trained

She is taught how to prepare and cook food,

maintain a house, sew, care for children and prepare for marriage.^
Women are expected to provide for the young children of the
family and girls up to at least their teens, but that does not mean
that the man has no economic responsibility in the Yoruba household.
Quite the contrary, the husband's income is expected to be used to
improve the compound and to contribute to the erecting of monuments
and public buildings.

The woman must also be able to outfit her own

house and prepare and serve the food to her husband and children.
There are certain restrictions placed on a husband at Oyotunji,
however; for example, if he is not a priest himself but marries a
priestess.

He would have to observe the taboos she placed on

certain food and objects that are prohibited by her Orisha.

11

He

must consider her sacred and treat her in a manner befitting her

"^Olafemi, Majile, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, July, 1977*
11Chief ELemosha, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon,
South Carolina, April, 1975*

124

spiritual level.

This type of relationship would probably create

problems in the Western family, but it has not at Oyotunji because
the residents there have come to realize that it is not a necessity for
a man to be master over a woman in all things.

There are certain women

who might come into one's family who have more prerogatives than the
average person he has paid a bride price for, and exchanged gifts and
labor for.

Those women might be independently wealthy or presented to

them by a chief, or they might be members of the royal family who have
a great many prerogatives.

There are also times when a husband might

have to cook for himself and the family.
during the wife's menstrual period.

One such occasion would be

Another instance would be when

the wives are away from the Village selling their wares or working
to raise money for initiation rites, or visiting relatives for short
periods.
else.

His only alternative would be to buy food from someone

The division of labor in the Village makes the domestic world

the world of women.

External affairs are the domain of the men.

With the division of labor such as this, polygny has proved to
be one of the important components of Yoruba culture integrated into
the family system at Oyotunji.

Polygny was an honored institution

among the ancient Yoruba, although monogamous marriages did exist.
The residents believe the practice has been glamorized by Western
writers as a sexual utopia for males; however, most of the men have
found that it is very difficult to maintain a household of multiple
wives, and not all of them are successful.
The villagers offer a number of reasons for allowing plural
marriage at Oyotunji, and most relate to the reasons it was practiced
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by their ancestors.

First, they believe that more females are born

to the African race than males, and the number that survive is much
larger than males because of the latter's involvement in wars, hunting
expeditions and the general hazardous nature of their existence.
Kabiyese believes their ancestors realized that among human beings
there are those who are "intellectually and physically capable of
reproducing, some who are mediocre and also there are some who are
poor.

They believed you could allow weak or mediocre females to

reproduce and still maintain a strong and efficient people, but if
you allowed a weak or mentally deficient male to reproduce you would
12
weaken the fiber of the race."

practiced at Oyotunji.

That is another reason polygny is

It is an attempt to allow only the finest,

most capable males to reproduce.

The weaker and less industrious

males will not be allowed to reproduce because they will not be able
to earn the amount of money necessary to marry in the first place.
From a natural point of view the villagers realize that nature
has equipped the male and female with different sexual faculties and
abilities.

They believe the "male is naturally polygnous.

His

instincts, nature and hormonic reproduction are constant; in the
female the hormonic reproduction is periodic.

One male can fertilize

several females in one week with each taking nine months to give
birth and a number of months in addition to that to suckle the
13

child."

The villagers believe women should not resume sexual

12
Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1975.
^Elemosha, loc. cit., April, 1975-
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activity immediately after a child is born, and they are exempt from
their duties around the compound while they are nursing the child.
This then leaves the man alone without a female.

In order to

continue the reproductive cycle the male is allowed to take another
woman while the first is suckling and nursing her child.
The villagers believe that their contention that the female
should be left alone during the nursing period is proved by their
observations of animals during their nursing stage.

They have

observed that among the goats once a female becomes pregnant the
males have nothing more to do with her.

Furthermore, the female

will not allow a male to get near her.

Essentially, the villagers

believe that if a female has time to develop and give attention to
her young, she can produce a healthy child.

If she is constantly

interfered with by a male trying to reproduce before one child has
matured, the female and the child are both weakened.
The villagers also believe that it is a natural instinct of the
male to have relationships with more than one woman.

Polygny provides

a safeguard against infidelity because a man will have enough women
to occupy his attention, and he will not have to attempt to seduce
other women.

Carter G. Woodson, writing about the reasons for

polygny in Africa, stated:
Polygamy...grows out of their peculiar
socialistic system. Because of frequent wars,
so many soldiers are killed off that there are
more women than men. Polygamy is practiced,
then, because of the benefit resulting to the
state in the production of sufficient ablebodied men to protect it. Polygamy in Africa,
moreover, renders impossible spinsterhood and
prostitution, which exist among the so-called

civilized people. The Africans practice openly
what Europeans and Americans practice
clandestinely.^
Another reason polygny is important at Oyotunji is that large
families were important among the ancient Yorubas, and a childless
wife was a reproach.

A family with many sons is important because

of the labor it offers, as well as protection, but a family with a
large number of girls is blessed because of their economic potential
through marriage.

15

A large family at Oyotunji will have an added

value because most of the residents have some type of skill; whether
it is sewing or dyeing cloth, or making jewelry, their skills can be
utilized in some type of cottage industry which will help the entire
household profit materially and lighten the burden for all.
Owing to the large size of traditional Yoruba families, and
a projected increase of population at Oyotunji, their dwelling
places reflect a design similar to those of Yorubaland.

The

traditional dwelling in Yorubaland was a series of one-story houses built
into a compound which Johnson calles an MAgbo lie (lit. a flock of
houses)."^

The houses can be better described as apartments because

they were very small and were arranged in a semi-circle with each apart
ment connected with the other by a wall which allows very little privacy.
The apartments were all under one roof, and there was usually only one

^^Woodson, Carter G., The Negro in Our History (Washington,
1962), p. 29.
15

Johnson, op. cit., pp. 113-114*
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principal gateway into the compound.
and storage mainly.

The apartments served as bedrooms

The roof was constructed in such a way that it

left a wide space between the ceiling and the roof which was used for
storing such objects as gourds, seeds and items of food to be preserved
for later use.

Clothing and other personal items were hung from poles

and beams of the roof.

17

There was a piazza circling the group of

apartments which was used for cooking, storage, conversation or for
receiving guests.

If a man had two wives, he would have three apartments

because each wife has her own apartment for herself and her young
children, and the man has his own apartment.

The inner circle was used

in common by all the residents of the compound and usually animals such
as sheep, goats and horses were kept there.
According to Ojo, "a compound has one or, in exceptional cases,
two outlets from which paths connecting compound with compound follow
the line of least resistance in the terrain.

The paths form a

complex network which has the Afin (palace) and the market place
18

nearby as the converging point."

The house of the Oba or other head

of the Village is set apart from the others and is structurally more
imposing and has only one entrance which leads to the market place and
to the town.

The Afin is also composed of two large courtyards, one

17

Ojo, G. J. Afolabi, Yoruba Culture, a Geographical Analysis
(London, 1966), p. 147*
^Ibid., pp. 131-134. The Afin (palace) is the Oba's (King's)
compound. In villages headed by a chief or the head of an extended
family, their compounds will resemble that of a crowned Oba, though
probably not on the same scale.
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of which is used for town meetings and ceremonies presided over by the
Oba.19
The layout of the compound is essentially the same at Oyotunji
as in Yorubaland except that the houses are arranged differently.
The houses are built along the same design as those of traditional
Yorubaland, but they are not connected with one another.

If a man

has plural wives, each wife has her own separate house and ancestor
shed.

In most cases there is also a house for boys over seven years

of age.

There is one main entrance to the compound and the inner

compound is used in common by all.

It is usually the place where the

animals, such as chickens and goats, of that compound are kept, and
in some cases a small patch of vegetables is worked in the section
by all the residents.
At thq entrance of each compound there is a shrine devoted to
Esh.

The newer houses are mostly square and made out of plywood

with tarpaper covering their roofs.

The older houses are mostly

round, made of mud, clay and straw, with thatched roofs.

The floors

of the houses are mostly packed earth or clay that has been smoothed
out so that it has become as hard as tile.

There is a wooden shelf

about a foot high and four feet wide that extends around the wall of
some of the houses.

This is used for sleeping and storage.

In most

cases there are no tables for eating, as the people eat in a reclining
position on the floor or while sitting on the all-purpose shelf.

The

walls are also used for storage of utensils and weapons, as well as

19Ibid., p. 132.

paintings and treasured objects.

Each of the houses has a wood

burning stove for heating and a cook shed on the outside for
preparing meals and heating water for washing or dyeing cloth.
As in the case of the layout of traditional Yoruba towns,
Oyotunji*s main road leads to the Afin and the market place, which is
almost in the center of the Village.

The Afin at Qyotunji is much

more imposing than the other houses and is the central municipal
complex.

oc\

The Afin is composed of a large house wrtih a number of

apartments occupied by the Oba alone.

Within the overall complex of

the Afin are houses occupied by his six wives and their children,
and servants for the Oba and guest accomodations.

At the rear of the

Afin is an area set aside for farming. At the immediate front is a
small courtyard where the Oba sits with the Ogboni at least once a
week and receives visitors.

It is also the area where the Oba

consults with the chief priest of Orishanla once a week to learn the
will of that Orisha, which is the patron Orisha of the Village.

He

also meets there each morning at eight o'clock with the chiefs, at
which time they show their respect and discuss the business of the
day.

21

Just beyond this inner courtyard is the outer courtyard, which

is much larger.

This area is used when the Oba has some special

business to bring before the residents.
the palace children converge to play.

20

It is also the area where
This outer courtyard is

Ogboni Book kept at Oyotunji Village, Sheldon, South Carolina,

1973.
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surrounded by a high fence and has a very wide entranceway.

The

walls surrounding the courtyard and the posts supporting them are
covered with paintings of religious and historical figures.

Within

the palace grounds there is an ancestor worship house for each of the
family's lines, just as in the case of the other compounds.
As might be expected, each compound has its own executive. At
Oyotunji it is said that "every man is the head of his compound if he
is married and has children.

22
He holds the title of Bale."

If a

man is married without children, he is called an Oloko, which means
farmer.

The Oloko has a different status from the Bale and does not

have as much power as a person who might have two wives and three or
four children.

Actually, the Oloko has very little power unless he

has contracted an Akwen^si marriage.

Under that arrangement he can

order his wife to assist him in any task that requires two people to
perform.

On the

needs his help. 23
partnership, and

other hand, he is expected to assist the wife if she
A marriage at this level is pretty much oneof
the lines of the divisions of labor are often

obliterated.
On the other hand, the single person at Oyotunji has almost no
power at all.

He belongs to either the men's or the women's society

and through the chiefs and captains of those societies can make his
voice heard.

Outside of that he has very little power.

Males must

22Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, April, 1976.
^ I b i d , , April, 1976.

work on the dopkwe and cannot own land until they are married. A
i
single man is given a plot of land to live on, but he does not own
it.

He is allowed to build a house on the land in the hope that he

will be married eventually, but if the land is needed, the state has
the authority to take the land and pay him for the house and any
improvements on it and give it to a family who wants to get established.
There are some single men at Oyotunji who became wards of
individual families, and they are called Iwofa.

The Iwofa is a pawn,

a person who comes to the Village without any money or means of
sustenance.
loan.

He might pawn his services to a family in return for a

He then becomes a servant to that family, and they will provide

him with the same things they would any son in their own family.

There

are cases at Oyotunji where single men have, rather than become an
Iwofa, requested and received permission to be adopted into a
nt

particular family.
When a single woman enters the Village with no money or means
of sustenance, or even if she does have money but does not have sons
or relatives old enough or big enough to take care of and provide for
her, she becomes a ward of the King.
the Afin.

A' single woman is housed in

If there is not enough room for her, the King builds a

house for her from tax receipts.

At one time a woman could remain

in the Village unmarried for three months, because that was how long
it took to establish the Village, but the law was changed in 1974 to
allow them to remain unmarried indefinitely.

Although the woman is
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housed in the Afin, she is encouraged to marry into one of the existing
families.
If the woman prefers not to marry anyone outside of the Afin,
the King automatically considers her an Ayaba, or King's wife.

She

continues to live in the Afin and is bound by palace laws relating
to Ayabas, who make up a special society known as the Egbe-Ayaba.
They are "consecrated by vows above all else, to serve and glorify
his majesty, the Oba, the King of the Yoruba nation"

25

(Oyotunji).

She would have certain duties within the Afin just as all the other
wives.

She would also have a place where she would sit around the

throne when the King sat at state, and she would be given respect
befitting her station by the rest of the Village.

If two or more

Ayaba are seen any place in the Village, the other residents have to
Dobale to themj the same is true if she were one of the two.
A person who becomes an Ayaba under the latter circumstances can
leave the Afin only with the King's permission and under two conditions.
One condition requires her to have a son who is old enough to build
.her a compound, and agrees to live with her, to provide for her and
protect her.

She could also leave if she found someone in the

Village to marry.

Failing those two conditions, she must remain in

the A f i n . ^
There are seventeen special laws at Oyotunji relating to the

^Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
26
Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1976.
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conduct of the Ayabas in their relation to the Oba and the villagers.
The following a^e some of the most important:

1) the Oba is the

husbandman of Oyotunji and of all the Ayabas.

In his position as

high priest his authority is beyond question, and he is answerable
to only the Ogboni and the Gods.

Decisions made by him are for the

general welfare of the Village and should not be questioned or
disbelieved by his wives; 2) Ayabas should never refuse a request for
assistance or order of any kind made by the Oba; 3) Ayabas must be
respectful and obedient to the Oba at all times; 4) an Ayaba should

never offer food or drink, or embraces to the Oba during her menstrual
period; 5) when entering the Oba's room they must fall to their knees
and remain in that position, or in a squatting or sitting position;
6) Ayabas do not Ekunle or Dobale to anyone unless they are of the
royal household and superior in rank.

27

Each Ayaba has some duty to perform within the Afin which is
assigned by the Iyale, subject to the approval of the Oba.

28

The

Iyale, as the first wife of the King, has certain duties, as well as
privileges, in the Afin.

Her privileges include the first service

at meals, a special place when sitting around the King on festive
occasions and the choicest place in the housing arrangement.

She

also receives the obeisance of the other Ayaba, and may be privy to
the Oba's home and financial affairs.

^Ogboni Book, op. cit., (N.D.).
28Ibid.t (N.D.).

29Ibid., (N.D.).
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Some of her duties are:

135
1) she welcomes and entertains the Oba's guests; 2) she welcomes a
new wife by cooking her meals for the first week and generally helps
her to settle into her new life.

During the first week and after,

she counsels the new wife on the proper etiquette of the Afin;
3) she organizes, advises and represents the wishes of the other
wives to the Oba; 1+) she is also responsible for the welfare of
children in the Afin and develops training for the girls.

30

There are three other positions of importance held by Ayabas.
One is the Iya-Orisanla, whose duty it is to attend to the Oba's
Obatala shrine in the palace temple.

She must pour fresh water

before the Orisha and recite the history of the cult each day.

She

prepares the Oba's Obatala wardrobe of white clothes and assists him
in making offerings and sacrifices for the Village and his clients.
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Another important position is that of Iya-Olcsun, who is the chief
priestess of all Osun worshippers in the Village.

She must attend

to the King's Osun shrine located in the palace temple, prepare his
wardrobe and assist him in offerings and sacrifices.
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The third

position of importance is the Are-Orite, the Oba's personal attendant.
Her duties include preparation of the Oba's breakfast and the seating
of official guests.

She must clean the King's private chamber and

fake responsibility for the cleanliness of his personal wardrobe.

3°Ibid.t (N.D.).
31Ibid., July, 1973.
32Ibid., July, 1973*

33Ibid.. August 30, 1973.
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While the children at Oyotunji do not perform any functions as
valuable or as clearly defined as the Ayabas, those who are old
enough do have minor roles to play.

They function mainly as servants

to their families and in their own capacity as priests and priestesses.
Some of their duties are collecting firewood, herding goats and keeping
them out of houses and gardens, running errands and looking after
smaller children.

Those children who are priests and priestesses

have duties to perform when their cults hold ceremonies.

They must

help clean up their compound, wash bowls and dishes, take things to
the Orishas, and clean blood, feathers and other things that may be
on the shrines.

In that way they are taught at an early age to

participate in the Village culture.
The cultural aspects of life at Oyotunji are not static, neither
is traditional Yoruba culture.

The villagers' willingness to promote

constructive change is demonstrated by their acceptance of a new set
of laws enacted relating to male and female roles.

The need for

these laws became apparent when they realized that although they
had basically been living according to the principles upon which the
family system exist today, some abuses had crept in by the middle of
1974*

Those abuses were represented by husbands who believed their

authority over their wives was much broader than it was in
traditional Yoruba society.

Once it was realized that some men were

abusing their authority as husbands, it was necessary to check and
eliminate those abuses.

•^Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1976.
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One of the checks the women have to prevent the men from
overstepping their role as husbands is the Egbe binrin society.

It

has become very powerful and helped redefine women's rights. Any
time a man goes beyond the established laws regarding male and female
relationships, such as refusing to allow a woman to go into business
on her own, or not building her a separate latrine or worshipping
house, she can bring him to court.

She can begin with a chiefs

court and go as high as the King's court.

If he is found guilty,

he will be ordered to correct the error.
At Oyotunji a man cannot enter his wives' houses unless he is
given their permission under ordinary circumstances.

If, however,

she has committed some type of crime in the compound, he has the
right to enter without her permission. 35
This was one of several laws enacted in January, 1975, as a
result of decisions reached from the proceedings of a conference held
at Oyotunji on the subject of male and female roles.

The villagers

began discussing some of the issues in late 1974* The main reason
for the conference was the women's demand for changes.

They

constantly complained during the year of their powerlessness and
general lack of rights. Also, near the end of the year everyone
realized that they had spent most of their time up to that point
simply trying to adjust to living without the conveniences they had
grown accustomed to in New York.

35

They decided that since they had

^Ogboni Book, op. cit., February, 1975*
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been successful in purchasing land and building the permanent Village
it was time to evaluate the internal structure of the Village and make
changes wherever necessary.

There was also a need to examine and

re-examine each individual's character and personality.

Their

efforts for the next five years, then, would be focused on internal
change and spiritual growth rather than survival.
The first issue to be resolved was the position of women and
their powerlessness.

Most of the women, and a few of the men, had

been involved in Islam before they were introduced to Yoruba culture.
In the Black Muslim family the male is very dominant, and this feeling
of superiority was carried over into Yoruba culture by the men who had
been Black Muslims or knew other people who were.
affected by it was Chief Afolabi.

The person most

He believed the male should

completely dominate the house and overshadow the female.
the women were without rights.

He believed

The women were also influenced by

their involvement with the Black Muslims because, although it is not
a common practice among them, traditional Islam allows a man to marry
four wives.

That law prepared them for polygny in the Village which

they accepted without protest.

However, under the direction and

leadership of Majile, the Iyalode, and Kabiyese's head wife, they
began to protest against what they claimed was a servile status.
In January, 1975, the villagers began a systematic study of
the issues because it was evident to some that the male was not

■^Adefunmi, Oseijeman, Oral discussion at Oyotunji Village,
Sheldon, South Carolina, December, 1975.
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naturally superior to the female.

The first week in January every

priest and priestess was ordered by Kabiyese to bring in a research
paper detailing the relationship of males and females in African
society.

This was done because Kabiyese conceived that the Egbe
1

Molosha, the priest society, was really the brain trust of the
Village.

He believed that "the real theoretical and philosophical
37

foundation of the Village culture rested within the priesthood."^
Therefore, it was their duty to research all important questions,
discuss them and then legislate.

When the papers were presented, the men took the position that
the male had been physically superior throughout history, and that
is why they had ruled in Africa and should continue to rule at
Oyotunji.

The women took the position that although men might be

physically superior, women in Africa had certain rights and
prerogatives. Among them was the right to own property and keep the
earnings from their own produce for their individual needs.

They

also pointed out that there were women who held real power through
positions with religious and political significance, and there were
cases where women were so powerful that they took other women for
themselves and brought in men to breed them and the offspring became
theirs.^

^Ibid., December, 1975*
^Ibid., December, 1975* Paulme, Denise, ed. and translated
by Wright, H. M., Women of Tropical Africa (London, 1963) , pp.
93-93.

The issue probably would have been resolved quietly, but the men
became disgruntled, and Afolabi was extremely upset.

In one of the

meetings he argued that "when women begin to talk about power, and
taking power away from men, that was a challenge.
power was expected to defend it.

Anyone who had

Therefore, when women talk of
39

taking power from men it's time to get their guns."

The women ■

then became very angry at these reactions, and it seemed that the
King became more sympathetic to their cause.

Kabiyese took the

position that if men were superior in every way they should be tested
to prove it.

He then scheduled a series of tests which included tests

for strength, endurance, ability to remember and reason, as well as
other survival skills to see if the male is innately superior.

One

of the first tests in the strength category was Indian Wrestling.
Each contest ended at the count of twenty-five.
pin his opponent within that time period.
good struggle in this phase.

The winner had to

The women put up a very

In some cases it took twenty-two or

twenty-three counts before the man could pin his opponent.

In some

other cases the men were not able to pin the women at all.
This phase of the test made most people realize that the margin
of male physical superiority was not as great as they earlier supposed.
The second phase of the test was to involve a tug of war, but everybody
was getting a little alarmed and afraid of the actual test.
was prepared to hold it and other competitions.
side wanted to continue after the first test.

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., December, 1975*

Kabiyese

However, neither

1*1

The women acknowledged the biological reasons for-polygny, but
they wanted to be able to control their own property.

They pointed

out that both a man and a woman were born with a destiny in African
society and, therefore, a woman should be allowed to pursue her own
destiny.

The men strongly objected to thi.s. They argued that the

women would be so.busy pursuing their own destiny that they would not
be able to serve them.

Kabiyese argued that the only reason there

had been a division of labor was because wh^n the woman became
pregnant she was not capable of surviving on her own.

He argued

that a group of women could survive as well as a group of men, but
it was only when she became pregnant that she had to assume a lesser
role in the business of survival.

So it did not mean that a man

could not cook or sew, or was inferior if he did.

But in the same

case, a woman should not be considered inferior if she performed
those tasks.
In the end, it was agreed that a woman did not have to serve a
man.

She was not born for that role, rather she was born to pursue

her own destiny.

If she had children, she had to be exempted from

certain survival techniques and, therefore, her role

would be todo

domestic things and the man had

maintainingthe

to be concerned with

compound and protecting the new life they had begun. A series of
laws were passed allowing women to own property, to attend their
own clubs and to cook and leave

their husband's food

serve himself if their meetings

were being held at the same time.^

^Adefunmi, loc. cit., April, 1976.

for him to
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Shortly after the laws were made the men had to form a society
called Ake Konju for manhood tests and training.

The men objected

and argued they did not have to prove their manhood to women.
Kabiyese replied that it was not to prove their manhood to women, but
to the crown, themselves, their community and their culture. Afolabi
and Jomo Gunle, a man who had been involved in Yoruba culture at the
temple in New York and who had been in the Village for a short time,
were strongly opposed.

Afolabi made a speech against the Iyalode and

accused her of stirring up trouble, dividing families and causing
people to leave and, therefore, he was leaving too.

Jomo Gunle left

also because he decided there were too many laws and the women's
society was teaching his wives about rights that he had always told
them they did not have.

Jomo left the Village before he received his

tribal marks.
Most of the people remained, and the men soon began the tests.
The tests included riding a horse to Walterboro and back, camping out
overnight and eating roots and grass, bogging in the swamp, learning
to swim and drive a car, sewing, wrestling matches, and making
something that is saleable.

The tests were basically survival skills,

and all of the men had completed them by the end of the year.
Afolabi returned to the Village in June, 1975* but his position and
rank within the Village had changed.

Jomo Gunle returned in

December, 1975* and still lives in the Village, but Afolabi left the
Village again in less than a year after he returned.
The residents of Oyotunji have attempted to develop a family
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system in which the individual exists only as a part of the corporate
body.

Their family system at present takes the form of the smallest

unit in Yoruba culture and includes parents, whether polygnous or
monogamous, children and Iwofas.

In time they hope to grow to the

point where their system will include extended families in their
largest form.

The villagers believe people owe their existence to

other people, including those of past generations, to whom they show
their love and respect through ancestor worship, and their contemporaries
with whom they share the land and all its produce through love and
respect.

1V,
it
CONCLUSION
The conclusions to be drawn from the study of the Yoruba movement
and the founding of Oyotunji Village may be summarized by a consideration
of the goals and characteristics they have in common with earlier
Nationalist movements, and the effect the movement will have on Black
Americans in the future.
The Yoruba have created a unique Black Nationalist movement, although
it has many similarities with most of the Nationalist movements of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

These similarities include their

attempts to bring about social change thru the rejection of American
culture, the establishment of all-Black governments within America or
Africa, the acceptance of African or Asiatic culture, and the rejection
of the name Negro as a means of identifying their national origin.
Although there are many similarities between the Yoruba and the
other Nationalist groups, there are differences as well.

The main

difference is the degree of intensity to which the Yoruba have pursued
and, at least to their satisfaction, achieved their two main goals.
Those goals were the resurrection of African culture in general and
Yoruba culture in particular, and the establishment of an all-Black
state in America.
The residents of Oyotunji realize their claim to statehood is
open to question due to their small population, limited economic
resources and their inability to avoid prosecution by local, county
or state officials for violation of the laws of the state of South
Carolina.

The arrest of Kabiyese on the charge of harboring

U5

fugitives and the need to appeal to Beaufort authorities for protection
during the incident involving Malibu are examples of their vulnerability.
Regardless of their weaknesses, the villagers take comfort in
knowing that they have gone beyond the pronouncements of other modern
Black Nationalist movements which, at least in theory, promote racial
separation and the formation of all-Black political entities, but in
practice had little lasting success.

They have established the only

Black community in America where the way of life is based upon African
customs, with religion and divination heavily influencing all aspects of
their culture.

The villagers have developed a society in which the

philosophical, governmental, educational and religious systems are
distinctly Yoruba, and a family system that is primarily Yoruba but is
influenced to a limited degree by traditional Dahomean customs.
The residents of Oyotunji have succeeded in establishing a
society in America based upon Yoruba culture without suffering the same
fate as earlier Blacks in Kansas and Oklahoma.

This is mainly because

of their small population, the lack of involvement in local political
issues, the absence of any real threat to the existing economic order
in the surrounding communities and their preoccupation with the goal of
developing and strengthening the village institutions.

Their success

can also be attributed to the nature of the population in the area in
which they settled, which is largely Black, as opposed to the largely
White settlements into which, or near which, earlier Blacks migrated.
The key to their survival and growth depends largely upon their
continued efforts to develop their own institutions and way of life,
rather than an attempt, as was the case of earlier settlers, to exert
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influence beyond their community.

If they attempt to influence local

issues before they are numerically and economically able to resist
the White majority of South Carolina, they will probably face the same
decline as the earlier settlers.
At this time it is difficult to predict the effect the Yoruba
movement will have on Black Americans in the future; however, if one
considers the large number of groups that have evolved since Oseijeman
Adefunmi began promoting cultural nationalism in the late 1950's, it
would appear that they have already had a noticeable effect.

In many

cities across America groups whose main purpose is the worship of
African religion in particular and the resurrection of African culture
in general are evolving.
The residents of Oyotunji are aware that there are temples in
various American cities devoted to the worship of Ghanain and Dahomean
religions and cultures.

However, the main interest at this time appears

to be directed toward the resurrection of Yoruba culture. Among the
Yoruba gods, Shango has attracted the largest number of devotees.
This is due probably to its popularity among Cuban and other New World
Blacks.

There are temples devoted principally to the worship of Shango

in New York, Chicago and Gary, Indiana.

There are temples devoted to

the worship of Yoruba gods and the preservation of Yoruba culture in
Newark, Savannah, Detroit and Atlanta.

In addition to the aforementioned

devotees, there are Puerto Rican and Cuban devotees of Santeria, a
Cuban form of Yoruba worship, in New York and Miami.

Most of the Cuban

devotees in Miami fled their country after the Castro revolution from
fear that they would be suspected of constituting a subversive element.
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Bapcom states that there were eighty-three Cuban Babalawo or Ifa
diviners living in Miami in 1969.^
Nevertheless, Oyotunji remains the primary center of Yoruba culture
in America.

Under the leadership of Oseijeman Adefunmi the Village has

become the focal point of a strikingly authentic reconstruction of
traditional Yoruba practices.

Although the Village is still relatively

young, the residents, as the previous two chapters suggest, adhere very
closely to the political, religious, cultural and family norms of
.

Western Nigeria.

2

In terms of numbers, however, Oyotunji has no great significance
at this time.

Its importance is mainly symbolic, and the writer

believes that if the residents are to succeed in expanding Oyotunji
and playing a significant role in deciding the destiny of Black
Americans, perhaps they should intensify their efforts along the
following lines:

1) they must make a more concerted effort at

proselytizing their culture among the people in the communities
surrounding Oyotunji, who are already knowledgeable of pagan customs,
and who are accustomed to living in an agrarian environment.' Their
overall approach should emphasize those elements of Yoruba culture
that are similar to today's Black American culture.

One example

would be the similarities in their religious practices such as water
baptism and spirit seizure; 2) they must develop and maintain a system
■^ascom, William, Shango in the New World (Austin, 1972), p. 20.
2
Although he is not an anthropologist, this is the judgment of the
writer based upon extensive reading and research undertaken in Western
Nigeria in the summer of 1976.
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for determining the skills and capabilities of each resident in order
that they might help each person make some useful contribution to the
community, and at the same time make it more self-sufficient by meeting
many of their own needs.

Such a program would have the added advantage

of providing the individual with a sense of his personal value to the
community.

The writer believes it is essential that each person be

convinced of his own worth in a community such as Oyotunji where a
great deal of respect is shown to people who hold official positions.
The administration must also recognize the need to broaden their
power base or reallocate it in such a way as to include a larger number
of males as they enter the village and become knowledgeable of its
institutions.

This change is important because many of the key

positions are held by women, and for the most part by the wives of the
Oba, who as a result of their royal status already have considerable
influence over others in the village.
Perhaps the two most essential reasons for the redistribution of
authority is that Black males will find it increasingly difficult in
the future to leave a society (America) in which all of the
institutions necessary for survival, such as health, education and
employment, are controlled by Whites, only to find those same
institutions administered for the most part at Oyotunji by women.
Secondly, since Oyotunji Village is largely the creation of Oseijeman
Adefunmi, there is some doubt in the writer's mind whether the Village
could survive his death given the present distribution of power, and
the absence of a clearly defined line of descent.
These suggestions with regard to future developments notwithstanding,
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the vision of Oseijeman Adefunmi in seeking to resurrect traditional
African culture and religion has been largely fulfilled.

On an

admittedly small scale, the Black Nationalism which he espoused in the
late 1950’s has indeed become a reality with Oyotunji.
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GLOSSARY

Olobunmi Adesoji, the head wife of Oseijeman Adefunmi while he was
chief priest of the Yoruba Temple in New York. She helped initiate
the first two groups of priests in South Carolina.
Adimu, was placed in charge of the Yoruba National Deities by
Oranyan. He was also made the custodian of the royal treasures.
Afin, a palace, the residence of a crowned Oba.
Afolabi, became chief of protocol at Oyotunji, and a priest of Osun.
Aku, a term used by some early explorers to refer to the Yoruba.
Akwenusi, one of the traditional forms of marriage among the
Dahomeans. It is one of the two accepted forms at Oyotunji.
Alafin, the head of all kings and princes of the Yoruba peoples.
Alagba, the high priest of the Egungun society.
Noble Drew Ali, the founder of the Moorish Science Temple movement.
Asara, the priest of idol worship under Oduduwa before the clash
with the Mohammedans forced them to leave Mecca.
Akinyele Awolowo, was involved with Oseijeman Adefunmi in the
African National Independence Party and the Yoruba Temple in New
York, before coming to Oyotunji. He was the first person initiated
by Oseijeman Adefunmi, and later became Chief ELemosha.
Ayaba, a king's wife,
Babalowo, a priest of Ifa or Orunmila system of divination.
Babalosha, father of the Orishas.
An Iyalosha is a female priest.

Baba is used by male priests.

Bale, the head of a village. At Oyotunji each compound head is
considered a bale. In Yoruba society he is equivalent to an English
mayor.
Bembe, a two-headed drum used by the Nupe peoples. At Oyotunji it
is used in most religious ceremonies.
Egbe binrin, the women's society at Oyotunji.
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Braima, the son of Asara, who precipitated the clash between the
Mohammedans and the idol worshippers in Mecca.
Mary Cardwell Dawson, director of the National Negro Opera Company
who introduced Oseijeman Adefunmi to the Haitian singer who helped
organize the Order of Damballa Hwedo.
Dobale, to prostrate oneself to the Oba, chief, or two Ayabas at
Oyotunji.
Egungun, a ghost masquerader.
Ekunle, to kneel to priests and junior chiefs of the club one belongs
to at Oyotunji.
Eni, associated with the breath of an individual.
Erenle, a hunter god.
Ese, a part of the Ifa divinatory corpus.
Esu, the divine messenger and companion of Ifa.
Folayan, the second wife of Oseijeman Adefunmi.
Shanla.

Later became lya

E. Franklin Frazier, a black sociologist who authored, among other
books, The Negro in the United States.
Marcus Garvey, the founder of the Universal Negro Improvement
Association, and a twentieth century back to Africa movement,
Alex Haley, author of the best-selling book, Roots.
Melville J. Herskovits, cultural anthropologist who wrote, among
other books, The Myth of the Negro Past.
Owesu Hunu, the first person to join Oseijeman Adefunmi and his
family in South Carolina.
Damballa Hwedo, a Dahomean form of worship brought to the New World
by slaves. Ancestor spirits.
Ibeji, twins.
Ifa, also known as Orunmila, is the Yoruba god of wisdom.
Agbo lie, a group of houses. A compound.
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Iyale, a senior wife.
Iyawo, a bride.
Iwofa, a person who works for another as payment for interest on a
loan.
Ake Konju, the men's society at Oyotunji.
Oshun Kunle, was tried and acquitted for the murder of Malibu.
Lamurudu, the father of Oduduwa.
Serge Lifar, a member of the Katherine Dunham dance company.
Malibu, a resident of Oyotunji Village who caused considerable
conflict within the village. He was slain as a result of an incident
involving himself and other villagers.
Linwood Morris, a member of the Katherine Dunham dance company who
helped Oseijeman Adefunmi get an audition with the company.
Mumbi, a friend of Malibu's, who was arrested a short distance from
the village after living there for a short while with some other
fugitives from the police.
Oba, a king.
Obatala, the patron Orisha of Oyotunji.
Odu, the Ifa literary and divinatory corpus.
Ogboni, a secret society associated with the earth that has extensive
powers in most parts of Yorubaland.
MBonu Ojike, the author of the book, Mjr Africa.
G. J. Afolabi Ojo, the author of the book, Yoruba Culture, a
Geographical Analysis.
~
Okanbi, the eldest son of Oduduwa.
Majile Olafemi, the head wife of Oseijeman Adefunmi.
Chris Qliana, the Cuban devotee of Santo, who introduced Oseijeman
Adefunmi to the Cuban form of Yoruba worship.
Oloko, one who owns a farm
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Iya-Olosun, the chief priestess of the Osun cult at Oyotunji, and
a wife of the Oba.
Oranyan, the youngest of Oduduwa1s children.
wealthy and renowned of them all.

He became the most

Ori, the head, associated with a person's destiny.
Iya-Orisanla, a wife of the Oba at Oyotunji, whose duty it is to keep
the palace Orisanla temple clean, and assist the Oba with his dress
and worship.
Orisha, a sacred object of worship, a deity.
Are-Orite, a wife of the Oba, and his personal attendant.
Osanyin, the god of medicine.
Sopono, smallpox god.
Omo wale, with the help of Oseijeman Adefunmi, founded a Yoruba
temple in Gary, Indiana. He was also among the first group of
initiates in South Carolina.
George Washington Williams, author of the book, the History of the
Negro Race in America, from 1619-1880.
Xadudo, one of the forms of marriage practiced at Oyotunji, which is
derived from Dahomean society.
Ogun Yemi, a young priest of Ogun, and the oldest son of Majile
Olafemi.
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ABSTRACT
Oyotunji Village, the Yoruba movement in America, is a history
of the life of Oseijeman Adefunmi, (Walter Serge King), and the Yoruba
movement he founded. Although this movement concentrates mainly on
cultural nationalism, it has similarities to nineteenth and early
twentieth century Black Nationalist movements.

These similarities

include their attempts to bring about change thru the rejection of
American culture, the establishment of all-Black governments within
America or Africa, the acceptance of African or Asiatic culture, and
the rejection of the name Negro as a means of identifying their
national origin.
Adefunmi, the founder of the Yoruba movement, was born in Detroit,
Michigan, where he attended the public schools and studied commercial
art and drama.

After graduation he studied ballet, which helped

prepare him for a tour of Europe he made with the Katherine Dunham
Dance Troupe in 1950.

While attending, in 1956, a play performed by

Black actors in Harlem, he became disgusted with their use of materials
written by Shakespeare.

This led him to several New York libraries,

including the Schomburg, to study African and Afro-American history
and culture so that he could write plays about Africa and Black
America.

His. plan for writing plays did not materialize, but he became

intensely interested in African religion and culture.
After trips to Europe, Egypt, Cuba and Haiti, in 1956 he formed
a society called the Order of Damballa Hwedo.

It was named after the
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Haitian god, Damballa, which the slaves had brought over and preserved
in Haiti.

He was associated with it until 1959> at which time he was

introduced to Santo, the Cuban form of Yoruba worship, and initiated
into the priesthood of Obatala.

Upon his return from Cuba he opened

the Shango Temple in Harlem, which later became the Yoruba Temple,
because of his commitment to the resurrection of not only African
religion, but African culture as a whole.
This commitment had personal consequences for Adefunmi and the
other members of the Yoruba Temple, for, in 1965, they began considering
the possibility of leaving New York and returning to Africa, or going to
the Caribbean, Brazil, or one of the states of the American South.
After attempts to purchase land for settlement in South Carolina failed,
they made a decision in the fall of 1969 that Adefunmi and his family
should travel to North Carolina to teach African history and philosophy
at a Black preparatory school.
not operate very long.

The move was made, but the school did

From there he and his family traveled further

South with the goal of establishing an African state which he hoped to
see in existence by 1972.
Their travels led them first to Savannah, where they remained until
February of 1970, and then to Paiges Point, South Carolina.

There they

rented some land and initiated their first group of priests in April of
1970.

Their next moves were to a farm house on Brays Island Road near

Sheldon, South Carolina, in November of 1970, and then to a ten-acre
plot of land in Sheldon in 1973-
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It was on this plot of land in 1973, after considerable research
and some modifications of traditional Yoruba culture, that Oyotunji
Village was built.

There they were able in a rural setting to establish

a small village whose philosophical, religious, family, educational and
governmental systems are based upon the customs of the Yoruba peoples
of Nigeria and to a limited extent those of traditional Dahomean
society.
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